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"It would not be impossible to prove with sufficient repetition and a 
psychological understanding of the people concerned that a square is in 
fact a circle.  They are mere words, and words can be molded until they 
clothe ideas in disguise" 
 
 
 - Joseph Goebbels 
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1.0 Introduction 
 
 
In their landmark analysis of the media, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy 
of the Mass Media, Edward S. Herman and the noted linguist Noam Chomsky outline the 
basic model for thought control in a democratic society1.  In their model, the individual 
citizen is never completely aware that the information that they receive has been moulded 
and sculpted.  Instead, an illusion of both choice and integrity are consistently maintained 
throughout.  Viewers of media are made to feel that they have gotten a truthful and 
unbiased accounting of events that they have no opportunity to witness first-hand.  The 
proponents of this type of system, the government itself, believes that this type of control 
is necessary to control massive populations that have very varying interests2.  With the 
advent of motion picture film in the final years of the 19th century, the world experienced 
a technological and communicative revolution unlike any that had been seen before.  The 
invention by brothers Auguste and Louis Lumière of France in 1895 of the Lumière 
Cinematographe gave the world its first mass produced film camera and projector system.  
The technology has come a long way since this first historic step; whole industries have 
been spawned, and global communication has changed dramatically.   
It is difficult to explain to a modern day audience how film has shaped the society we 
now live in.  One may imagine a world where no one knows who Luke Skywalker or 
Humphrey Bogart are, but just try to imagine a world where Adolf Hitler did not have 
access to millions of people with his firebrand speeches, a world where John F. Kennedy 
had no chance to debate Richard Nixon on television, a world where Osama Bin Laden's 
calls for violence are seen only by those who are in the same cave as him.  Film, like no 
other medium of communication that preceded it has an inherent quality of truthfulness 
brought to it by the discipline of photography.  "Indeed, many realistic filmic narratives 
and documentaries seem to invite this confusion of representation with reality".3   
                                                 
1 Herman & Chomsky 1988 
2 Chomsky 1989 
3 Nichols, B. quoted in Chandler 1994   
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Of course, we know that the actors will not suddenly jump out of the screen, or in Stuart 
Hall's words, that "the dog in the film can bark but it cannot bite"4. However, as darkness 
engulfs us and we get ready to devote our full attention to the silver screen, it is as though 
we have signed a contract with the filmmakers, in which it is agreed that they will do 
their best to entertain us, and in return we will allow ourselves to be absorbed and to 
believe what we see, or in Samuel Taylor Coleridge's words, we are "willing to suspend 
disbelief"5  for a brief period of time.  
 
The past century has arguably been 'The American Century'6 and this has paralleled the 
rise of film (and its electronic children) as a medium of entertainment, mass 
communication, and a conduit for news.  With this report, we wish to bring into focus 
how the government of the United States has learned to use film as a medium of mass 
influence.  This is by no means a tale of conspiracy, intrigue, or fantasy.  Rather, based 
on scientific, sociological, and communicative reasoning, the government has learned to 
use film as a tool to strengthen domestic policies as well as branding the country at home 
and abroad.  Hollywood has arguably become the number one exporter of culture and 
entertainment in the world, and it is through this pipeline that Washington strives to 
identify itself as a lover of peace, democracy and the rights of man. 
 
There is no question that film is a powerful channel of communication, and this is one of 
the reasons why we find it both relevant and important to investigate why and how 
certain representations of reality are chosen above others.  The federal government has a 
vested interest in projecting a certain image of America for both domestic and foreign 
consumption.  While being unable to resort to outright peacetime propaganda in a 
democratic country, the government has learned how to influence production in other 
ways.  In this report we have chosen to analyze the projected image the government 
hopes to influence and how they go about achieving this objective.  More specifically, 
when choosing to depict historical events in motion pictures, how does the government 
attempt to recreate a historical record and reinforce it through the socio-psychological 
                                                 
4 Hall, S. quoted in Chandler 1994  
5 Coleridge, S.T. quoted in Chandler 1994 
6 Evans 1998 
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experience of watching a film.  It is our intention to question that which is taken for 
granted in these films. In order to be able to do so we have taken a semiotic approach to 
film analysis, enabling us to interpret films as representations, however realistic they may 
seem, "rather than simply recordings or reproductions of reality".7 
 
From the point of view of social semiotics, reality is not something which exists outside 
us. Instead, we continually take part in processes of constructing 'reality', in other words, 
meaning is not contained in a film, for instance, and transmitted to us, it is created in the 
interaction between the filmmakers and the viewers: "[W]e actively create it according to 
a complex interplay of codes or conventions." 8 The role of semioticians, then, is to 
denaturalize these codes and conventions and begin to ask critical questions, such as 
'whose values and beliefs are reflected?' and 'whose realities are privileged and whose are 
suppressed?'. 
 
In one of his passionate essays that he so eloquently put forth at the dawn of the modern 
film age, the Soviet theorist, Sergei Eisenstein, discussed the mass influence of film.  In 
order to have the desired effect sought,  
“every elements of [the film] that brings to light in the spectator those senses or that 
psychology that influence his experience – every element that can be verified and 
mathematically calculated to produce certain emotional shocks in a proper order with 
the totality – the only means by which it is possible to make the final ideological 
conclusion perceptible.  The way to knowledge – “through the living play of the 
passions” applies specifically to the film theatre”9 
 
 
                                                 
7 Chandler 1994 (http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/S4B/sem02a.html) 
8 Chandler 1994 (http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/S4B/sem01.html) 
9 Eisenstein 1942: 231 
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2.0 Problem Field 
 
 
2.1 Cardinal question 
Recognizing film as a medium of mass influence, how has the Federal Government of the 
United States been able to affect what films are made and what types of images they 
perpetrate through Hollywood? 
 
2.2 Definition of the problem field 
It is a widely held belief that a society's self-image can be identified by thoroughly 
analyzing "vehicles of memory," including films.10 However, movies not only reflect the 
existing national culture, they are also a potent force creating national culture.11 As 
Campbell et al contend in Media & Culture,  
"Hollywood has become America's storyteller (…) Hollywood movies have long acted as 
contemporary mythmakers. At their best, they tell communal stories that evoke and 
symbolize our most enduring values and our secret desires. The most popular films 
often make the world seem clearer, more manageable, and more understandable."12 
This emphasizes the power contained in the role of the filmmaker – especially in the 
production of films, which are based on historical events. Filmmakers decide how 
historical facts are represented and it is not a given that the truthful portrayal of events is 
the overriding concern. War and military conflicts are unpleasant by definition and their 
gritty details of human clashes will undoubtedly smear the existing self-image of a 
country. Often, as in the case of the two films we have chosen to analyze, the facts 
surrounding the events are at best half-known to the majority of the audience.  It is far 
from uncommon that "societies refashion the past (…) to match an existing national 
identity"13, and as the above quote emphasizes, Hollywood's most popular films are often 
those which render reality as both understandable and manageable.  In the end, it is the 
filmmakers who decide which image of America is projected to the American public and 
around the globe. In this way, films have the potential to rewrite or re-image the past. 
 
 
                                                 
10 ibid. 12 
11 Fowles, J. cited in Himebaugh 2005: 13 
12 Campbell et al. 2006: 229 
13 ibid. 254 
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In order to recognize film as a medium of mass influence, one must examine the socio-
psychological attachment that the viewer feels to the film.  In order to do this, we have 
examined differing theories on how viewers connect to the films they watch.  Interacting 
with our beliefs, imagination, and emotions, films have the ability to affect us deeply.  By 
subscribing to a system of symbols and signs, social semiotics allows one to interpret the 
film in specific social situations as viewers receive this arbitrary and coded information.  
This is all highlighted by the impact which mass communication such as film has on the 
social interaction between people.  If society gives us certain boundaries within which to 
behave, it is devices such as film that define these boundaries.  The combination of these 
influences on any people help to create an identity.  Although the American identity is 
both complex and constantly in flux, we find it is mass mediums such as film which help 
to define it.    
 
How has the Federal Government of the United States been able to affect what films are 
made? 
The first part of our analysis will revolve around the filmmakers as the authors of reality. 
How has the government learned to use film as a medium of mass influence over the 
course of the 20th century by exerting influence in different manners.  As we will see, the 
direct intervention strategy that was used during wartime and times of national 
emergency in the first half of the century gave way to government involvement through 
the long arm of the military. 
 
Trying to illuminate the impact of specific contexts of government involvement, we will 
analyze two films, each from a different time period.  Both The Killing Fields (1984) and 
Black Hawk Down (2001) received government assistance (see appendix A) and depict 
historical events.  Neither series of events are covered by any other major American film 
and are based on facts which are, at best, half-known to audiences in America and around 
the world. They provide us with extremely relevant material for analysis because they 
claim to represent these facts truthfully. For this reason, and because of government 
involvement in the films, any deviation from the historical fact becomes more significant. 
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Both films revolve around Americans in conflict with 'the other'.  As the other can be 
seen in many different shapes and forms, they give us an insight into the American self-
image, bringing to the surface how an 'us' is defined in opposition to a 'them'. The films, 
which we draw upon in this study, are obviously far from the only American films 
portraying historical events. But we believe that they provide us with relevant material 
for pointing at: 
 
What types of images the government are perpetrating through Hollywood 
We will explore how the government attempts to recreate a historical record and 
reinforce it through the socio-psychological experience of watching a film. As we search 
for the images which is created of America and the other, we will discuss popular notions 
of American national identity. 
Using social semiotics as our theoretical approach to film analysis we will be able to 
bring special attention to how these films convince us of a certain side of the story or, in 
other words, which tools are used in the films to convey a sense of credibility and 
believability?  
 
2.3 Boundaries of the problem field 
Arguably, in the past century, the government has had much more influence in persuasion 
in times of war than in times of peace (much more so in times of total war)14.  The case 
for this is simple: war places extra demands on a government, and in order to prosecute 
the large wars of the past century, this has required the mass mobilization of both troops 
and workers on the home front.  Film has played an important role in allowing the 
government to reach the masses and convince them that the fight they are in is worth the 
troubles and deaths it brings.  As we enter a new century, we are confronted with a new 
type of reality.  The United States has embarked on an oftly ill-defined war against terror 
and violent extremism15.  This type of war means that borders are blurred and the 
battlefield has now become the human mind.  While in the earlier part of the century we 
will see that government's involvement in film production was limited to cases of urgent 
                                                 
14 Suid & Culbert 1991:  preface 
15 (2005, Aug. 8).  Name Calling. The New Yorker, p.33. 
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need, we now see that a new type of war requires a new type of mass influence.  Film 
fills this need in the government's arsenal against ideologies it considers subversive. 
 
In any discussion of ulterior motives and agendas being pushed in major motion pictures, 
it is important to make a distinction between governmental agendas and those of the 
studio moguls.  The nature of motion picture film is that it is an expensive and laborious 
process requiring large investments of capital that are purely speculative upon the 
reception of the film by the general public (only relatively recently have dropping 
equipment costs and rise of technologies such as video recording allowed the 
proliferation of filmmaking ability to be extended to the masses).  In the early age of the 
big film studios, there were eight major studios: Men who had vast capital invested and 
who believed that they best knew what the public wanted to see ruled these studios as 
personal fiefdoms.  However, these men also had their own personal agendas and 
examination of films produced by the early studio system reveals much of their own 
personal politics interwoven within the story lines.  For an excellent discussion of this, 
please see Philip French’s The Movie Moguls16.   
 
While self-censorship and promotion of personal political agendas by powerful oligarchs 
has always been the nature of this relatively expensive art medium, our report intends to 
explore the level of government involvement in what type of message is being shown on 
the silver screen.  The government has a clear interest in what image of America is 
projected both at home and transmitted around the world. 
                                                 
16 French 1969 
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3.0 Approach and methodology 
 
 
3.1 Socio-psychological impacts of movies 
In the following section, we examine differing views on how movies are perceived by 
and affecting the viewer.  To begin, we reflect upon the concept of 'the audience'. 
Understanding the Hollywood audience as a culturally diverse group, the first part of the 
chapter deals with how movies can convey to vast audiences binary feelings such as 
identification/dis-identification and sympathy/dis-sympathy. The second part of the 
chapter deals with how movies can affect the human emotions, imagination, and 
willingness to engage in the fiction on the screen as a part of the cinematic experience. 
The third and final part of the chapter revolves around the sender, and discusses the 
power-aspect of being the representer.    
 
The moving image that film has brought to the public eye can be said to have had a 
positive role.  Not merely serving as entertainment, film has also served as a medium for 
spreading knowledge of cultures and discussions about modes of developments.  Motion 
pictures keep us aware of how people across the globe live and organize themselves in 
society. Filmic presentation of 'the other' speaks not just about the people or their 
occasions, but serves to highlight their ‘otherness’, their difference17.  Presentation of the 
other in filmic language can take many forms.  Portrayed as the stranger, the enemy, the 
obscure uncivilized person, or the threat, the 'other' is identifiably not one of ‘us’.  By 
representing the differentiated other to an audience, the identifiable binary contradiction 
becomes apparent as 'the us', the viewer and the one to be positively identified with18. 
Binary oppositions are important for representation of 'us and them', for one must 
establish a clear difference between things in order to classify and identify with them19. 
 
What it means to be ‘Danish’, ‘Indian’ or ‘American’ cannot be entirely controlled by the 
respective populations of each country. Understanding meaning as something that can 
                                                 
17 Hall 2002: 230 
18 ibid. 230 
19 ibid. 236 
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never be fixed, the meaning of ‘us and them’ is always up for negotiation in the dialogue 
between the national cultures and their ‘others’20. Negotiation of, and the understanding 
of ‘us and them’ is therefore a central part of the process in the audience’s perception of 
Hollywood motion pictures, and leads to a marking of difference. The difference shore up 
one’s own culture and stigmatize and expel anything which is defined as fundamentally 
different or abnormal21 .   
 
Film has always been noted for its unique ability to capture the minds of the audience. In 
our childhood, film shows us images that we have never been exposed to previously.  
These images filter through our mind and we gradually make these images part of our 
habit.  We become influenced by these images, irrespective of whether they are good or 
bad. Hollywood feature films are produced to appeal to a wide range of audiences, 
ranging from various social groups within America to audiences in all corners of the 
world. To mediate a message to such a diffracted audience, the basic story, the visual 
effects, the symbols, and the myths upon which the plot is built, also have to be 
perceivable at an extremely broad level. In order to refer to all the signs that represent 
concepts, ideas and feelings, which are given meaning when represented within a film, 
Stuart Hall uses the term ’language’.22 Stuart Hall stresses that it is not the images, the 
words, and the sound itself that carry the meaning; it is how these elements are perceived 
that make up the filmic language.  This means that various elements within a film, as 
carriers of an unfixed meaning, have to be interpreted by the audience from the 
perspective of one's understanding of the language23. Saussure stresses that representation 
contains the form and the idea or concept the form triggers in the mind: the signifier and 
the signified24.  Whenever the signifier is represented, it triggers an interpretation in the 
mind of the audience that co-responds with one’s concept of the signifier. This concept of 
the signifier triggers concepts and creates meaning in the minds of the audience 
according to the individual's previous knowledge and experience - 'life worlds' - which 
can vary dramatically from one corner of the world to another. 
                                                 
20 ibid. 236 
21 ibid. 237 
22 ibid. 1 
23 ibid. 19 
24 ibid. 31 
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3.1.1 Strengthening the identification process 
Meaning is what gives us a sense of our own identity, of who we are and with whom we 
belong.  This can be illustrated in the often used sentence: ’I understand what you mean’.  
This refers to a feeling of sharing the same ’life world’ and, therefore, a commonality in 
reading the signs and understanding the language in roughly similar ways.  Stuart Hall 
states that "meaning does not inhere in things, in the world. It is constructed, produced. It 
is the result of a signifying practice – a practice that produces meaning, that makes 
things mean"25. 
 
Certain symbols/symbolic practices can give meaning or expression to the idea of 
belonging to a national culture or identification with one's community. It is a part of the 
language of national identity, a discourse of national belongingness.  How one interprets 
a film and becomes affected by it is closely influenced by both identity and knowledge.  
Creating identification in the minds of the audience is therefore a crucial factor in making 
a successful film whose story the audience can relate to.  
 
In a film, filmmakers are “responsible for presenting an image in such plastic manner that 
the viewer cannot forget it”26.  The reality that they present must apply to many different 
audiences from many different backgrounds.  From these audiences they must be able to 
elicit a set of predetermined reactions and sensations, so the film must be made in such a 
manner that these same sensations can be felt by someone both in Brazil and Uganda.  
Given differences among the vast audience of Hollywood films, the understanding of the 
particular, in terms of its type, has to be assignable to membership in a certain group, be 
it according to gender, class, ethnicity, or personality type.  Richard Dreyer (1977) argues 
that without the use of types, it would be difficult to make sense of the world27. The 
perception of the 'other' is, therefore, created upon the information we accumulate from 
positioning him/her within different orders of typification.  Richard Dreyer makes a clear 
distinction between typing and stereotyping.  He believes typing is a sort of social 
                                                 
25 ibid. 24 
26 Koenigil 1962: 32     
27 cited in Hall 2002: 257  
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navigator, while stereotyping is a reduction of the other to a few simple, essential and 
widely recognized characteristics represented as being fixed by nature.  This leaves the 
possibility of development out28. Stereotyping can be viewed as a practice of closure or 
fixation of meaning and exclusion: It establishes the symbolic frontier between right and 
wrong, between normal and abnormal, and between insiders and outsiders.  
 
In order to explain the viewers' connection to films, socio-psychological literature is 
embedded with several coining terminologies. For the purposes of our discussion, 
however, we are going to examine three modes of viewer response: belief, imagination 
and emotions.  These three sensations, though closely linked to each other, are discussed 
from different perspective in order to illustrate the connection between the two ends of 
the process: the film movie and the audience. 
  
3.1.2 Willing suspension of disbelief 
In order to produce films for mass audiences, filmmakers must rely on the audiences to 
willingly suspend their disbelief while watching the film. Although we commonly use the 
word 'belief', we have “no precise definition of what constitutes a belief at the level of a 
socio-cultural system”29.  We mostly hold a belief to be a concept or idea in which we 
place our confidence. The willing suspension of disbelief means that we voluntarily allow 
ourselves to be brought into this manufactured world for a short while, in order to fully 
experience it.  The audience themselves enter into this unspoken agreement in order to 
enjoy the film to its fullest potential.  If viewed as purely fiction or as fantasy, the 
audience would have a more difficult time relating to the characters in the film, as 
emotions and feelings would not be felt as deeply.  In order for the audience to accept the 
film as plausible and possible, they must stop disbelieving what they see on the screen.  
Although the term was initially coined in reference to literature30, film, as a technology, 
has the ability to snatch control of audience's bodies, minds and surrounding 
environments.  New technologies such as hi-definition digital surround sound and larger 
viewing screens further inhibits the viewer's sense of realism. 
                                                 
28 ibid. 258 
29Seymour-Smith et al. 1986 
30 Holland 2003     
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Norman N. Hollandsaya, a psychoanalyst, attempts to describe what occurs when we go 
offline from the real world and come into a world of film fiction:  
“when we see Spider-Man firing his webs and swinging himself over skyscrapers, we 
respond with 'Uh-huh, yes, ok, what's next?'.  When we see The Terminator melt into a 
pool of mercury and then re-constitute himself, we don't say, 'that's not possible'...we 
no longer perceive our bodies; we no longer perceive our environment; we no longer 
judge probability or reality; we respond emotionally to the fiction as though it were 
real”.31 
A true measure of the degrees to which this suspension of disbelief occurs is the often 
seen dialogue that occurs in theatres.  When audience members start shouting things at 
characters on the screen, then disbelief has clearly been suspended.  Ultimately, "if a film 
does not manage to attain willing suspension of disbelief, it does not work”.32  
 
3.1.3 Imagination and reality 
Gregory Currie (1995) believes that fictional movies do not appeal to one's beliefs, but 
rather to the faculty of the ‘imagination’33.  While a belief can be integrated as part of 
one’s life or group understanding, the imagined is a non-integrated idea in ones’ mind, 
therefore perceived as unreal.  Currie does not deny that the viewer's belief is influenced 
by film; instead, he holds that the belief is not directly influenced by the movie, but by 
the movie's affect on the imagination that brings change into one's own beliefs or 
worldview.  Films are encoded in visual and auditory depictions, and are received 
through the senses of sight and hearing34.  When processed by the brain, these stimuli are 
perceived as unreal and enter the realm of the imagination.  Currie believes that the 
imagination is a purpose-built system where the mind and the capacity for imagining 
serves important cognitive and information gathering functions35.  The limits to this 
imagination are delineated by the film itself, and therefore the decisions of the 
filmmakers.  As external devices, film fiction only authorizes us to imagine what is 
depicted.   
 
                                                 
31 Holland 2003    
32 Twyman 1999 
33 Currie 1995  
34 ibid. 147 
35 ibid. 141 
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Although the sensations are all perceived by the imagination, this does not mean that they 
cannot cause physical manifestations in one's attitudes and demeanour.  If one imagines 
themselves in danger, they still feel disturbed; it is not merely imaginary disturbance.  
Feelings are states that are identified by how they feel, not in terms of their function.  A 
state which is similar to a bodily sensation therefore becomes the body sensation36. 
 
3.1.4 Emotions 
Ferdinand J'ai toujours voulu savoir exactement ce qu'était le cinéma. 
Girl (in English). He says he wants to know exactly what a movie is. 
Samuel Fuller (in English). Well, a film is like a battleground. 
Girl (in French). Le film est comme un champ de bataille. 
Fuller. Yes…Love. 
Girl. L'amour. 
Fuller. Hate. 
Girl. La haine. 
Fuller. Action. 
Girl. L'action 
Fuller. Violence. 
Girl. La violence. 
Fuller. Death. 
Girl. La mort. 
Fuller. In one word…Emotion37. 
 
As imagination and willing suspension of disbelief are important concepts in the 
discussion of moving pictures, so too is the concept of emotions.  Emotions are the basic 
means to understanding human attitudes.  Sergei Eisenstein believed that "the Cinema 
can say every thing; it can exalt, or it can also destroy”38.  What it can destroy is 
morality, characters and personality of individuals by evoking hyperemotional sensations.  
Emotions are a central point in the discussion of human life.  Questions regarding how 
human beings operate, how they live together, and what kinds of beings we are, are 
greatly addressed from the perspective of emotions.  
“At any given moment, my feelings determine whether my life is good, bad or 
somewhere in between, and they determine precisely how and why it is good or bad. 
They motivate me to act; a niggling unease tells me if I have done something I should 
not have done...Feelings of love, guilt, anxiety, envy, hope, desire, drive me to do what I 
do in my everyday life.”39 
                                                 
36 ibid. 150 
37 Smith 1995: preface 
38 Koenigil 1962: 19 
39 Milton 2005 
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Emotions are defined from two perspectives; biological and cultural.  While biological 
emotions are explained in terms of biology and as outcomes of human evolution, cultural 
emotions emerge as cultural constructs as part of social discourse40.  As films are part of 
active social discourse, they become a method for manifesting and sustaining certain 
cultural emotions. Though emotions are considered subjective experiences, society and 
culture have great influence in shaping them.  Mass communication, such as film, 
therefore, has the ability to shape and define the emotions in a society.  Societies provide 
“its members with scripts for expressing and experiencing emotion, prescribing what 
sorts of circumstances elicit emotions, who should feel, and the boundaries of 
appropriate feeling and expression41”.  Films demonstrate a script for all to follow. 
 
Smith (2003), by explaining the process of filmic mood and cues, has attempted to show 
how emotions in cognitive psychology and neurology help to understand a link between 
emotions and films.  According to him, “the primary emotive affect of film is to create 
mood” and mood is a “preparatory state in which one is seeking an opportunity to 
express a particular emotion or emotion set.  Moods are expectancies that we are about 
to have a particular emotion, that we will encounter cues that will elicit particular 
emotions”42. 
 
A film, in order to evoke emotions, first creates a sensitive situation linked to the future 
that will present a particular mood to the audience.  The mood is sustained through a diet 
of brief emotional moments.  Mood and emotions, therefore, sustain each other.  Smith 
(2003) argues that the viewer's mood has a tendency to sustain itself, but requires 
occasional moments of strong emotions to maintain this mood.  Smith, in his analysis, 
gives a full list of cues which evoke emotions.  
“Filmic cues that can provide emotional information include facial expression, figure 
movement, dialogue, vocal expression and tone, costume, sound, music, lighting, set 
design, editing, camera work, character qualities and histories, and narrative 
situations”.43 
                                                 
40 ibid. 
41 Smith 2003: 34-35 
42 ibid. 38 
43 ibid. 42 
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In short, it is the ability of the filmmaker to manipulate the mise-en-scène of the film that 
allows them to elicit a stronger or weaker emotional response from the audience. All 
films have a variety of emotional cues and if one cue is missed by the audience, than 
others can be received in its place.  
 
The cues tend to surround the central protagonist, or hero, for the viewer, while watching 
the movie, comes to identify with the goals of the hero.  When a goal is attained, the 
viewer seems happy.  However, when the goal is not achieved, the viewer can become 
sad, fearful, or anxious. This strong connection between the viewer and the hero exists 
because “goals and obstacles are highly foregrounded in the narrative of films, and so 
they create highly marked opportunities for moments that are significant both narratively 
and emotionally”44. 
 
3.1.5 The power of film  
Motion pictures have both direct and indirect impacts on the minds of watchers. They 
struggle to affect our perception of reality, classifying norms and standards, and most 
importantly, establishing the truth, in what Michel Foucault calls a 'power/knowledge 
game'.  Antonio Gramsci would call this the 'struggle for hegemony'45.  Given this power, 
ruling social groups, in charge of the means of production, have the power to make it 
appear as if their hegemony is natural, inevitable, and true46.  
"…Each society has a regime of truth, its ‘general politics’ of truth; that is the types of 
discourses which it accepts and makes function as true, the mechanisms and instances 
which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is 
sanctioned…" (Foucault 1980)47. 
 
The power of film, therefore, has to be understood in its broader, symbolic terms.  This 
includes the power to represent someone or something in a certain way, within a certain 
regime of representation48.  Understanding how motion pictures affect the mind of the 
audience, power and knowledge can then be understood as a way to govern and direct 
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certain discourses about social conduct49. Individuals become subjects of a particular 
discourse by being a bearer of knowledge and we locate ourselves in a position from 
which the discourse makes sense. We then become the subjects of the discourse by 
subjecting ourselves to its definition of meaning and truth50.  
 
Besides promoting the growth of many certain complexes, films also allow escapist 
fantasy where one becomes free of societal inhibitions.  Koenigil, likewise, says, “Actors 
in cinema are able to perform criminal acts that the spectator unconsciously wants to 
commit”51.  This conscious or unconscious willingness to do what is forbidden appears in 
films as scenes of “violent emotions, such as in scenes of very pronounced eroticism… 
violence and killings”.  It is unarguable that constant exposure to these types of images 
has not had some impact on society in the past one hundred years. 
 
In adults, much research has been done to try to empirically determine the long lasting 
effects that films have on the adult brain.  Research has shown that  
"moving images produce a shift from left brain to right-brain neural activity which in 
turn induces a sort of chemical trance that suppresses the judgment and heightens 
suggestibility... once viewers 'suspend their disbelief' they become vulnerable to the 
values and messages embedded in the drama”52 
Where film seems to have the greatest effect, is in the conveyance of factual information.  
Experiments done by the United States government on soldiers during World War Two 
showed that film was much more effective than speech in imparting factual information.  
Furthermore, factual material conveyed through film is much more believable as viewers 
feel their knowledge on the subject increases.  Films, they found, were most effective as 
reinforcing agents and strengthening one's opinions53.  This indicates that if certain 
contextual themes are repeated, time after time in film, the message becomes reinforced 
in the general population:  In the public consensus.  Currie (1995) believes that when we 
watch fiction films, our mental processes simulate the process of acquiring beliefs.  It is 
the same belief we would acquire if we were to take the fiction for fact, and we imagine 
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that we are acquiring factual knowledge through being in a situation, when in fact we are 
not54. 
 
The power of fiction film lies with the uncountable emotional cues that can be imbedded 
within by the filmmakers.  Representation speaks to the viewer on many different levels, 
and it is here that the true power of it lies.  By manipulating the cues within a film, 
filmmakers are able to manipulate the message we receive.  With this knowledge, it 
becomes possible to influence audience perception of their own social sphere.  By 
defining our culture, we automatically define our polar opposite - 'their culture'.  The 
slow and gradual diet of cues that we receive as constant film viewers shapes not only our 
own identity but our own cultural and national identity as well, for "a nation is what its 
citizens make it."55 
 
3.2 Filmic representation of American national identity 
As we have just discussed, the development of a nation's identity takes place within 
culture. "By stressing certain beliefs and values over others, culture allows meaning to be 
created out of the past."56 In this way, a 'national story' is created which is deeply 
meaningful in that it contains a "sense of a larger purpose [which] guides a society's 
actions in the present and its aspirations for the future."57 
 
A concept such as national identity might seem odd or controversial to discuss in the 
context of a country with as heterogeneous a makeup as the American in terms of racial, 
ethnic, religious and regional differences. However, Benedict Anderson contends in 
Imagined Communities, that an image lives in the minds of any nation's citizens, the 
image of "an imagined political community."58 Although the majority of a country's 
inhabitants will never know each other or even meet, the image of their communion 
exists in their minds and the borders of that communion are as much intellectual and 
emotional as they are geographic. The associations that we tie to the population of a 
certain nationality might be built on such arbitrary observations as "the Canadian smile"59 
                                                 
54 Currie 1995: 148 
55 Koenigil 1962: 57 
56 ibid. 2 
57 ibid. 2 
58 Anderson 1991:6 
59 This is one of the answers we got, when we asked random people what they associate with 'Canadians'  
 21
or on the educationally acquired knowledge of a nation's democratic values. Susan 
Jeffords defines national identity as "the narratives and symbols through which the 
people of a nation see themselves as a nation and in terms of which they elaborate how 
they want the people of other nations to see them."60 These narratives and symbols are 
many and varied, and they are, of course, anchored around time and place.  
 
"The representation of danger (…) can unify the population behind a common 
purpose."61 Confronted with an enemy, the importance of defining and propagating 'a 
national us' glued together by common beliefs and values becomes more acute than at 
any other time, and so the sense of a unifying national identity is often articulated more 
explicitly in connection with wartime. The traces of national identity which we will 
outline here are those which have to do with American society and its defenders in the 
face of danger. We will not concern ourselves with American national identity as such.  
 
3.2.1 The American warrior 
Portraying WWII as the battle "between human freedom and human slavery"62, Roosevelt 
articulated the four essential human freedoms: freedom of speech, freedom of worship, 
freedom from want, and freedom from fear.63 Eric Foner, in The Story of American 
Freedom, emphasizes that behind this description of freedom in general terms, the 
Americans' wartime discussions of freedom  
"(…) simultaneously looked forward to a day of material abundance and backward to a 
time when the family stood as the bedrock of society… In terms of gender relations, 
men at the front would come home to a world with which they were familiar and 
resume the traditional family life they had known."64  
At the core of these imaginings lie the traditional gender roles of a patriarchal society in 
times of war. The traditional gender role of female submissiveness contrasts with the man 
at the front, the image of the American warrior. He is society's heroic defender, the 
quintessence of patriotism in that he is ultimately willing to sacrifice his own life for the 
greater good of society. Apart from their martial prowess "American warriors embody 
many virtues valued by their society (…) soldiers routinely display "the virtues of 
courage, commitment, and care" in the service of others."65 These virtues inherent in the 
image of American soldiers are bound up with a Christian understanding of liberty as 
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submission to a moral code, which calls upon the individual to prioritize the needs of the 
community above individual desires. Foner argues that the Christian understanding of 
liberty has survived to this day.66 The soldiers' virtuous nature emphasizes the legitimacy 
and righteousness of what they are fighting for.   
 
3.2.2 The other 
Foner highlights that the American nation was, at its birth, defined in opposition to 
oppression: "American freedom was born in revolution (…) Its vision of the new nation 
as an asylum for freedom in a world overrun by oppression resonates in the political 
culture to this day."67 The other, or 'the rest', has from the beginning played a key-role in 
defining a national identity, which is perhaps as much a question of a nation's vision of 
other people and places as it is a question of its vision of itself. Stuart Hall argues that the 
images of 'the other' has been central in the production and perpetuation of the idea of an 
Occidental identity:  
"Without the Rest (or its own internal 'others'), the West would not have been able to 
recognize and represent itself as the summit of human history. The figure of 'the Other', 
banished to the edge of the conceptual world and constructed as the absolute opposite, 
the negation, of everything which the West stood for, reappeared at the very centre of 
the discourse of civilization, refinement, modernity and development in the West. 'The 
Other' was the dark side – forgotten, repressed and denied; the reverse image of 
enlightenment and modernity."68 
 This reverse image, allows the other to be understood in simple terms, and reduces 
complex matters to biased conceptions, which then are divided into two, good and evil.  
  
During the Cold War, American liberty was contrasted with "the forces of darkness" as 
America proclaimed itself the leader of the Free World and sharply divided the world into 
opposing camps, the free versus the enslaved. Foner contends that "Cold War freedom 
did have a strong economic content".69 Modern capitalism with its ideology of political 
and economic freedom celebrated individual choice as the opposite of the state-imposed 
slavery of the Soviet Union. 
A sense of superiority in matters of politics, economy and morality are not new to the 
American self-image and it is used to claim legitimacy for America as a righteous leader 
of the world with the right to wage war. Jeffords argues that a  
"'protection scenario' repeatedly has motivated Americans to act in hopes of saving 
victimized populations. By fighting on behalf of these typically feminized victims, men 
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struggle essentially to preserve the sanctity of a traditional home and to prevent the 
“rape” of American society."70  
Populations have been regarded as victims both because they suffered under tyrannical 
rulers and also because they were considered racially inferior. Himebaugh contends that 
"Because Asians occupied one of the lower rungs of the [racial] hierarchy, Americans 
viewed them as people in need of a savior."71 Indeed, notions of racism have defined 
America's relationship with the other both outside and inside their frontiers for centuries.  
 
However, the atrocities committed by Nazi Germany added to the political importance of 
making it clear that "Racism was the enemy's philosophy; Americanism rested on 
toleration of diversity and equality for all"72 – no matter race. This new sentiment found 
its expression in popular culture as well. American soldiers representing different racial 
backgrounds were now frequently portrayed in Hollywood films. These images of racial 
equality were often contradicted by the depiction of the enemy: "Government 
propaganda and war films demonized the Japanese as rats, dogs, gorillas, and snakes – 
bestial and subhuman. Japanese aggression was said to stem from innate racial 
characteristics or national character."73 Whereas the Asian Other has often been 
connected with "political and social upheaval"74, a more traditional image of the enemy 
has been that of brutal savages laying violent hands on civilization. In recent years, 
however, the most conspicuous image of the enemy is veiled in Islamic fundamentalism. 
 
3.3 Social semiotics 
Himebaugh emphasizes that films "mirror and reinforce" American national identity. The 
ways in which they do this depend on the filmmakers. They use visual language, 
semiotics, to convince the viewer of their representation of reality. 
Semiotics has changed since the classical Saussurean semiology with its crucial focus on 
signs. Technologies of information and communication have had a major impact on the 
social interaction between people, both in regard to politics, business and leisure.75 
The interest in the input and output of these new forms of communication is contained in 
the sociologist, Harold Lasswell's well-known question, "Who, says what, in which 
channel, to whom, and with what effect"76, however, this question has been extended to 
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involve : "(…) broader issues concerning the role of mass media in the production and 
circulation of meaning in society and significantly the activity of audiences in that 
process."77 The context in which a message becomes meaningful to a receiver has 
become central and has replaced the more narrow focus on the sender's skills and 
resources as the primary reason for whether or not a desired effect is accomplished in the 
receiver.78 
 
Social semiotics revolves around different uses of signs or 'resources' in specific social 
situations and how they combine to create meaning. Theo Van Leeuwen argues that the 
Saussurean 'sign' gives the impression that "'what a sign stands for' is somehow pre-given, 
and not affected by its use."79 Instead he suggests the term 'resources' for making 
meanings, defining semiotic resources as  
"the actions and artefacts we use to communicate, whether they are produced 
physiologically - with our vocal apparatus; with the muscles we use to create facial 
expressions and gestures, etc. - or by means of technologies  - with pen, ink and paper; 
with computer hardware and software; with fabrics, scissors and sewing machines, 
etc."80 
  
From the point of view of social semiotics, the point is not to look for what truth is or 
where it is found, instead emphasis is placed on how meanings are made, how truths or 
realities are constructed. "Almost everything we do or make can be done or made in 
different ways and therefore allows, at least in principle, the articulation of different 
social and cultural meanings."81 In this sense, meanings are understood as being 
dependent on social and historical contexts as well as interpretive agents, in other words, 
"reality has authors; thus there are many realities"82 – the values and beliefs of a 
particular social group play a powerful role in the construction of any given truth in that 
group. Furthermore, the way in which different people interpret semiotic resources is 
bound up with their sense of what is relevant in their own life, their "needs and interests 
and on the specifics of the situation at hand. Perception is selective."83 The underlying 
idea is that resources have no objectively fixed meanings, some meanings have already 
been introduced into society others are latent in the object, waiting to be discovered. The 
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meanings we ascribe to certain resources are constantly being reproduced and reinvented 
in social life. What semioticians want to say is that any given text (visual, verbal or 
otherwise) negotiates within its context to afford meaning to people who are culturally 
competent within that context. 
  
In the context of our quest for interpreting the image of American national identity as 
projected in government assisted films, social semiotics helps us ask questions, which 
focus on all of the agents involved in the process of producing and interpreting meanings. 
As we have made clear above, audiences' reception of these films are key to fully 
understand how filmic representations of American national identity enter into complex 
and constant processes of producing knowledge in American society as well as across the 
globe. Relevant questions for us to ask, then, would be: How do people differ in their 
interpretation of the films' semiotic resources? On what do their interpretations seem to 
depend? However, it is outside the scope of this report to uncover every aspect involved 
in such a process and, therefore, we delimit ourselves to focus on the ideological 
functions of the semiotic resources in the films. Who created the semiotic resources? 
Whose realities do they represent and whose do they exclude? For whom were they 
intended? What sort of reality do the films construct and how do they do so? And how do 
they seek to naturalize their own perspectives?  
 
3.3.1 Modality  
On a daily basis we filter through the multitude of messages beamed at us from various 
channels, we judge which sources are reliable and which aren't. We "routinely attach 
more credibility to some kinds of messages than to others"84, we do so on the basis of 
modality markers, which are all the tools of credibility in a text (visual, verbal or 
otherwise) used to convince the reader of truth/reality.  
 
The 'authors' of The Killing Fields and Black Hawk Down have chosen to portray the 
respective historical events in certain ways, and in so doing they have created what they 
consider apt, plausible 'realisms', which they wish to express.  
"A realism is produced by a particular group, as an effect of the complex of practices 
which define and constitute that group. In that sense, a particular kind of realism is 
itself a motivated sign, in which the values, beliefs and interests of that group find their 
expression."85 
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We are, therefore, interested in the role of the teller more so than the role of the tale, 
looking for the tools which are used as the tellers of this story. Which realisms do the 
film operate with, or in other words, how do these films convince us of a certain side of 
the story: How are heroes represented? How are villains represented? What reality claims 
are made? How are modality markers used? 
To this end we will draw on modality in different semiotic modes 86 such as sound, 
dialogue, narration, body language and social distance. In visual representation, social 
distance is related to angles of view and proximity (shot sizes). Last, we will look at 
content features87, such as: possible-impossible, plausible-implausible, familiar-
unfamiliar, current-distant in time, local-distant in space.  
 
Using these tools, we will analyze how the two films, each from different time periods, 
create a certain image of America at home and abroad. In other words, how they 
represent concepts of patriotism, national purpose, and relationships with the rest of the 
world – embodied in American heroes, the enemy and the other. 
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4.0 Field of Analysis 
 
 
4.1 Film as a medium of mass influence in the context of the US government  
4.1.1 Prior-restraint 
We begin our tale where most tales of the government begin: in the courts.  The United 
States Supreme Court made a landmark ruling that influenced the amount of power that 
the government could exert in film distribution in 1915.  The high court unanimously 
upheld the decision that the constitutional protection of free speech provided for by the 
First Amendment of the United States Constitution did not apply to motion picture 
films8889.  As film production was seen as a business, the justices cited that film 
distribution posed possible dangers to morals in the United States.  With this ruling as 
their backing, a network of state and municipal censorship boards, who in the name of 
public decency, were set up to control movie content based on vaguely defined rules, and 
more often than not, religious or personal sensibilities.  The lack of coherent censorship 
criteria led to various states censorship boards differing in their treatment of films as well 
as censors banning films based on stage plays, when the stage play suffered no such 
restrictions90.  In 1952 the Supreme Court eventually overturned the 1915 ruling, but not 
before many films had either been re-scripted, reedited, or had their distribution halted on 
the grounds of protecting public decency91.  From 1915 until 1952, motion picture 
became the only medium of mass communication in the history of the American republic 
to be subjected to systemic legal prior-restraint92. 
 
4.1.2 World War I and the rise of film 
In April of 1917, less than one week after the entry of the United States of America into 
the First World War, President Woodrow Wilson set up the Committee on Public 
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Information (CPI), which was in effect the country's first ministry of propaganda93.  The 
Missouri-born reporter George Creel was given a cabinet-level position in Wilson's war 
cabinet and charged with the task of persuading "Americans to transform an accepted 
policy of neutrality into readiness and willingness for war"94.  Their rationale was that a 
full-out effort was needed on the part of the American people in order to prosecute the 
war, and this effort could only be brought about by a public that fully believed in the 
causes they were fighting for.  Motion picture films, which were becoming more and 
more popular at the time, were seen as an extremely influential tool in the theatre of mass 
communication.  With the opening of the first 'nickelodeon' cinema (where audiences 
could sit as long as they want in a theatre that continually played short films) in 1905 in 
Pittsburgh, a whole new industry was born.  By 1910, the United States boasted 10,000 
theatres with 26 million people (out of a population of 92 million) going at least once a 
week to the theatres.  By 1913, there were over 60,000 theatres worldwide95.  At each 
theatre sitting, viewers would be would be presented with a short (often animated), a 
newsreel depicting the news of the past week, and then a full-length feature.  
Acknowledging the vast popularity of motion picture films, by the fall of 1917, CPI had 
established its own film division that attempted to produce its own films for the purposes 
of inspiring the American people through a medium they had come to love.  Being far 
behind Hollywood on the knowledge curve of producing entertainment for the American 
masses, this government film agency floundered and an American public that was wary 
of overtly governmental messages met its pictures with lukewarm reception96.  In 
February of 1918, Creel brought in Charles Hart to run the film unit.  Even though Hart 
had no prior experience in any facet of film-making, his close connection to William 
Randolph Hearst (as the advertising manager of Hearst's Magazine, a weekly dealing 
with fiction and politics) was apparently enough to convince those in power that he was 
the right man to head the completely restructured film division of CPI97.  In fact, the CPI 
was stocked full of Hearst's men and his undeniable influence in early twentieth-century 
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politics, media, and economics was now given governmental backing by allowing his 
men to run the CPI98.  Many Hearst camera operators and reporters were under the 
control of CPI in wartime Europe, but with Hearst apparently in control of CPI, it was a 
very cosy affair indeed.  Before a committee of congress in 1918, high ranking 
Hollywood executives accused the CPI for being a front for Hearst's attempts to "stamp 
out competition in the newsreel industry"99.  Hearst was adding to his vast media empire, 
and this allowed him to direct the course of public opinion like no person before him ever 
had100.  Hearst's belief that by controlling what was seen, he could control what was 
thought was echoed by his statement: "That which is shown in moving pictures (...) 
impresses itself upon the mind with a force not equalled in any other way"101 
 
Creel, using his broad secretarial powers, ordered all filming in the war zone (Europe) to 
be put under the direction of the Army Signal Corps instead of being under the loose 
control of the Red Cross as they had been before102.  This loss of impartiality is an 
important step in the history of film, as the pictures that shape public's perception of wars 
was taken out of the hands of an non-aligned Red Cross and put in the hands of people 
who had a vested interest in war, the military of a belligerent nation.  Creel was able to 
ban any other cameramen (except for those from the Signal Corps) from entering Europe 
and obtaining independent photographs.  This rigid control of what type of images were 
exported from the field of battle and seen by the public at home has had major 
ramifications echoed in contemporary controversies regarding military-imbedded 
journalists in loosely-defined battle zones.  By controlling the actual filming of images, 
the CPI and the army were able to control the information that was transmitted to the 
public without having to rely on outright censorship.  It is this type of continual side-
stepping and loop-hole finding that exemplifies the government's attempts to project 
certain images at home and abroad. 
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As film equipment was still large and cumbersome, real war footage was sometimes 
difficult to obtain, but the CPI had no scruples about staging scenes if they felt that it was 
integral to the story they were trying to tell;  Healthy soldiers were bandaged, put on 
stretchers, and loaded on trains to demonstrate the excellent care injured soldiers received; 
Dozens of men marching across the German border were told to march in a circle once 
out of frame so that it appeared that thousands were crossing the frontier103.  World War I 
was a struggle against tyranny.  The government felt that to lose would mean the end of 
democracy and they had no qualms about using film to manipulate national sentiment as 
long as the end goal of freedom was achieved. 
 
4.1.3 The inter war period 
The inter-war period was relatively light for government-sponsored filmmaking.  No 
longer having an enemy to face off against, Hollywood returned began to make a new 
type of dramatic film: By the late 1920s, Hollywood films had begun to morph into 
something different than they had been previously.  The star system was born, where 
individual and well-known actors began to carry the plot lines, which generally revolved 
around romance (or a derivative of such).  Hollywood became less of an art form and 
more of a formula.  Goal-oriented heroes triumphed over obstacles to reach an obligatory 
happy ending.  Unobtrusive camera and editing techniques were to present as much 
information as possible to the viewer so that they received all they needed to know to 
follow along104.  The government, meanwhile, was no longer concerned with fighting a 
large war and it no longer saw a reason to influence the types of images seen by the 
public in the theatres105. 
 
The Great Depression, which began with the stock market crash of 1929, required bold 
action by a new government installed under Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR) in 1932.  In his 
first 100 days in office, FDR introduced broad sweeping social programs (which became 
known as the 'New Deal') that had the objective of getting the 13 million unemployed 
Americans back to work, and back to having faith in an economic system that had left 
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most of them in ruins.  His programs were constantly under attack from both conservative 
elements within the government, as well as from the Supreme Court itself, which 
eventually ruled that many of his programs were unconstitutional as they represented too 
much governmental interference in the economy106.  FDR, more so than any president 
before him (and more so than many since) was a master manipulator of the media.  
Trying to project an image of absolute certainty, in very uncertain times, he learned to 
use the power of the media to project this image across the country and tried to give hope 
to those who had lost it all107.  The administration was especially able to shape the image 
cast by the newsreels by limiting access to the white house and president to those 
companies willing to go along with the administration's position108.  Perhaps the boldest 
move by the president to try and influence mass opinion regarding his controversial 
social programs through motion picture was his association with Pare Lorentz.  Lorentz 
was a very influential and well-regarded writer, film theorist, and film critic.  Lorentz, 
interestingly, was very much concerned with "the unlearned and stupid hecklings"109 of 
film censors.  He saw film as a medium that could easily "dwarf the stage, the press, and 
literature with its power"110 and he set out to fully utilize this power in showing people 
things that they had never before seen.  Lorentz's first venture into filmmaking came in 
1935 when he was taken on by the United States Resettlement Administration (RA), a 
New Deal agency which attempted to deal with a serious and growing farm problem in 
the country.  Lorentz produced and directed his first film, The Plow That Broke the 
Plains on a tiny six-thousand dollar budget and released it to much critical acclaim in 
1936.  While motion picture activity began in the government with the Department of 
Agriculture installing a film laboratory in 1908111, only one prior film had been produced 
with the explicit interest of influencing public opinion. Hands(1934) was released by the 
Works Progress Administration, another New Deal Agency, dealt with unemployed 
hands getting back to work112.   
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Lorentz's goal with the film was to secure commercial release and have the picture shown 
to the general public, instead of simply being seen in government circles.  Roosevelt too 
was very eager for the public to see this film113. 
To create the film, Lorentz travelled with four cameramen into the widening 'dust bowl' 
that was wrecking havoc on the lives of most farmers in middle America at the time.  The 
film stands as an indictment of human over-consumption twinned with the fury of nature 
producing a stark landscape that most Americans had never seen before.  Lorentz 
encountered much resistance from Hollywood studios, who at the time still very 
completely vertically integrated, controlling almost all the distribution networks in the 
country114.  As well, many critics were appalled and saw this film as blatant propaganda 
by the Roosevelt administration to sell its New Deal programs115.  The film, however, did 
reach the public, and the response was quite favourable.   
Lorentz and the RA produced a subsequent film The River which was a testament to the 
mighty Mississippi River basin, the largest in the world.  Although again stressing the 
man-made changes that have caused much economic and environmental disaster in this 
area where 51% of the country's population lived116, Lorentz crafts a beautiful visual 
poem that shows the great technological and imaginative feats that will allow America to 
repair was has been broken.  This film is replete with scenes that show vast hydroelectric 
works projects and the technology on offer is clearly meant to awe the viewer.  The film 
essentially serves as a justification for the Tennessee Valley Authority, which was 
created by congress in 1933 to repair the abominable conditions in the valley117. 
On August 13, 1938, Roosevelt, through executive orders, created the United States Film 
Service with Pare Lorentz as its head118.  The agency was to coordinate distribution and 
exhibition of all films from all governmental agencies as well as producing its own films.  
Although producing a small number of other films, none of them matched the popularity 
of his first two films.  With much opposition coming from both Hollywood (wary of 
government involvement in their business) as well as the public and Congress (wary of 
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overt propaganda), Lorentz's agency was effectively shut down by congress in 1940 when 
it stripped the agency of its entire budget119. 
 
4.1.4 The Hollywood-Washington understanding 
In order to understand how the US government in Washington DC is able to exert its 
power over the types of films Hollywood makes, the nature of Hollywood must first be 
examined.  Hollywood was built around a central paradox; Hollywood sought to 
amalgamate art and business like no other medium before120.  Hollywood, during its 
golden age of production in the 1930s was less of a geographical location and more a 
state of mind.  Stars of the silver screen held court like no ruler ever had before.  
Hollywood was a self-perpetrating myth where the cream of Hollywood society lived like 
20th century royalty in Spanish haciendas in fantasy-like surroundings.  Although paying 
lip service to art and artists, Hollywood has always been a consumer-based industry, with 
profit as the primary goal.  'The public is never wrong', a statement made by Samuel 
Goldwyn, was the guiding mantra of deciding what types of films to make during the 
golden age121.  The public was what the heads of studios had in mind when they invested 
their capital and gave a 'green light' for a production to go ahead.  The studio heads were, 
and are, very powerful men and corporations who have large amounts of money invested 
and always intent on protecting their investments.  Hollywood is also the land of outsized 
egos, and as such the government has learned that in order to get anything from an ego, it 
must be stroked.  Hollywood powers prided themselves on knowing what the public 
wanted to see in the theatres and Washington gave deference to this knowledge, and 
instead tried to get its own message augmented within the existing framework of the 
entertainment medium that the studios had already set up.   
With the emergence of a backlash against the supposed moral depravity and loss of 
values being perpetrated in Hollywood films by southern and puritanical censors and 
religious groups, as well as the scandals surrounding the industry in the 1930s, the 
industry itself gave the government an alternative to the censorship of films that was 
being considered at the time in many state legislatures.  The industry set up the Motion 
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Picture Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA), which became known as the 
'Hays Office' after Will H. Hays who was the head of the department during its lifespan 
of serving as the film regulation body from 1922-1945.  Although under no governmental 
regulation, Hays had extensive political contacts (being the former chairperson of the 
Republican National Committee) and he used these connections with both Hollywood 
and Washington to serve as both an intermediary and peacemaker.  The Hays Office set 
up the Production Code Administration (PCA), agreed upon by the studios themselves as 
a protection against conservative and religious elements threatening boycott, to regulate 
the message in films seen by the public.  At the head of the PCA was Joseph Ignaius 
Breen, and it was ultimately his sensibilities that needed to be appeased in order for a 
film to garner the PCA seal.  Without this seal, none of the big studios could distribute a 
film, essentially killing the film122.  Many films made in the 1930s were denied PCA 
approval needed for distribution and locked up in a safe not to be seen until the 1960s123.  
For a very detailed review of the Hays office and their work done to regulate what types 
of films Hollywood produced please see The Will Hays Papers edited by Douglas 
Gomery.  We will not discuss their work any further, as this office, while maintaining 
extensive political connections, was not overtly an arm of the United States Government. 
The Hays Office, however, serves to demonstrate the type of relationship that began to 
emerge in the 1930s between the government and Hollywood.  Not wanting to resort to 
outright censorship or going into production of their own films (a costly and laborious 
process that the government had already demonstrated that it could not handle 
efficiently), Washington and Hollywood became partners in what they both saw as "the 
advertising and selling of America"124.  The government was able to learn that there were 
many ways that they could affect the type of message being broadcast by Hollywood that 
were within their legal rights and above the scrutiny of public review. 
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4.1.5 War looms ahead 
It was the impending war that loomed across the face of Europe, in the late 1930s, that 
really changed the dynamic of this 'working agreement'.  By 1939, 80 million Americans 
(two thirds of the country's population) trooped to the theatre weekly125.  To make sure 
that these 80 million came back next week, Hollywood executives relied on their formula 
of producing only what the public wanted.  Always wary about any storyline overtly 
political or encouraging moral depravity, Hollywood storylines in the late 1930s tended 
to ignore any political gloom in Europe and continued to present a picture of a cheery, 
carefree America to both the public at home and abroad.  The war raging in Europe, 
however, proved to be an irresistible storyline for Hollywood, if for nothing more than as 
a backdrop for new films.  Writers at this time in Hollywood were the artists of the 
industry, and their sympathies often came into review.  Most writers in the studio system 
were progressive thinkers who not only sympathized with the victims of fascist 
aggression in Europe, but also felt that the United States needed to take a tougher line.  
Many Jewish writers saw their scripts as a way to fight back against Fascist policies126.  
Although being stopped from saying anything directly about the problem by PCA 
restrictions, as well as needing to keep it tame enough for the picture to get an export 
license, Hollywood writers definitely tried to get their point across.  The first film to 
explicitly deal with current European events was Blockade (1938), by Walter Wanger and 
Lewis Milestone.  The film centred around the Spanish Civil War, a topic that in America 
sharply divided the left from the right, Catholics from agnostics through much of the 
1930s.  Perhaps the most poignant and powerful film that tried to wake the world up to 
the evil that lurked in Europe was Charlie Chaplin's arguably best film.  The Great 
Dictator was begun in 1937 but was not released until 1940 with a long production 
schedule being slowed by financial difficulties due to the nature of the script.  The film 
revolves around a poor Jewish barber in the fictional land of Tomania who is a visual 
twin of the dictator Adenoid Hynkel.  Dealing with some very serious subject matter 
(Jewish ghettos, concentration camps) the film ends with the barber being mistaken for 
Hynkel and giving an impassioned speech at a rally calling for the people of the world to 
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come together and unite to end bloodshed.  He said "The hate of men will pass, and 
dictators die, and the power they took from the people will return to the people"127.  Both 
films could only be distributed independently, through United Artists, and both opened to 
much controversy and boycotts128.  Although suffering financially for their bold move 
into contemporary events, Blockade and The Great Dictator paved the way for other 
Hollywood films to begin tackling some very large, very real, and very complex 
problems that were facing democratic countries such as America. 
During the build-up to war, FDR's government took an active part in creating newsreels.  
By producing their own newsreels, which the major distributors agreed to play alternating 
with their own, the administration was able to project an image of a strong and mighty 
nation.  While still neutral, the 'arsenal of democracy' was projected as being ready to 
spring into action at any time to protect its freedoms.  Upbeat pictures of defense 
preparations always projected "the nation's confidence in its leadership and ability to 
deal with the challenge from abroad"129. 
Although by no means advocating intervention in any sort of conflict that was still seen 
as being a 'European' one, Hollywood films began to feature villains who bore an 
uncanny resemblance to people of either German or Japanese ancestry.  The turning point, 
however, came in 1939 with the release of Confessions of a Nazi Spy by Warner Brothers.  
The film was based on a real Nazi spy ring that had been found and convicted in New 
York City in the late 1930s.  Although enjoying only moderate financial success, the film 
opened the floodgates for a new type of Hollywood film.  A type of film where the Nazi 
was now the villain, and the evilness the villain possessed could be compared, by 
inference, to the evils present in real life Nazis.  This type of talk was very unpopular at 
the time by many people in the government, people who advocated American isolation 
from the conflicts brewing in Europe.  These isolationists were frustrated by their 
inability to get their case heard in front of a national audience.  After attacking the 
President Roosevelt and his pro-intervention leaning, these leading isolationist members 
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of Congress came after the Hollywood studios for embarking on a "devious campaign to 
inject its [films] with propaganda and drag America into the war"130.  On September 9, 
1941, a special sitting of the Senate's Committee on Interstate Commerce called 
Hollywood Studio Owners, and their legal representatives, before the committee to 
discuss both propaganda and the resulting charges of monopoly within the studio system.  
Senator Gerald Lye, a prominent isolationist charged the following:  
"when you go to the movies, you go there to be entertained (...) And then the picture 
starts - goes to work on you, all done by trained actors, full of drama cunningly devised 
(...) before you know (...) [they] make you believe that Hitler is going to get you."131  
 
While taking interest in the actual plots of Hollywood films at the time, they also attacked 
the newsreel industry in a supposedly neutral country for the disproportionate emphasis 
given to the conflict in Europe132.  Although not able to stick the industry to any specific 
charges, it is yet another example of high level policy-makers attempting to control the 
type of message that was put out by Hollywood. 
 
4.1.6 Military involvement in Hollywood begins 
Perhaps the first branch of the government to realize the real power they could exert in 
the peacetime filmmaking process was the armed services.  With military drama 
becoming much more popular in the 1930s, Hollywood's plots often revolved around 
military settings.  The cooperation of the military was often the deciding factor in 
whether or not a film was made, as the savings to the production would be enormous if 
the military decided to lend equipment and personal to stage battle and military camp 
scenes.  Almost every film that was made in the 1930s and 1940s that dealt with military 
subject matter had the cooperation of at least one branch of the armed forces (All Quiet 
on the Western Front being a notable exception from this list for its overtly antiwar 
message)133.  Branches of the military very well understood the influence that films can 
have in the public's perception of their activities and they considered motion pictures "an 
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important, far reaching means of presenting (...) [military] ideals and principles"134.  A 
notable instant in 1937 occurred with the military cooperating on the production of Men 
With Wings.  The War Department intervened during production and forced the studio to 
change the original pacifist ending to one stressing the dominance of bombers and air 
superiority135. 
The military, however, was not always on the same page as the federal government, and 
before American intervention in the Second World War, they were content to organize 
their own deals with Hollywood.  They believed that they themselves were in the best 
position to judge what type of film placed their forces in an admirable right, and they 
executed this judgement by either allowing or disallowing the film productions access to 
their toys.   
4.1.7 Official propaganda and the OWI  
Roosevelt's first step towards creating an official propaganda agency of the government 
came with an executive order that established the Office of Government Reports in 1939.   
This office, headed by Lowell Mellett, a former editor of the Washington Daily News, 
served to inform the public about growing defence preparations and as a conduit back to 
the executive branch for public opinion.  Another agency created by the president on May 
20, 1941 in the hopes of building national morale was the Office of Civilian Defense 
(OCD) headed by Fiorello La Guardia.  Its mandate to increase public morale was 
thought necessary as military leaders were expressing dismay at the morale amongst new 
recruits, tracing it to the general population136. By fall 1941, OCD was placed in the 
newly formed Office of Facts and Figures (OFF) under the leadership of Archibald 
MacLeish (a prominent poet) and his deputy Ulric Bell.   
On December 8, 1941, after a surprise attack by the Empire of Japan on the US naval 
base at Pearl Harbour in Oahu, the United States declared war on the Axis countries and 
joined the British, Russian, and other allied forces in the struggle to defeat fascism.  On 
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the 13th of June, 1942, seeking to consolidate and focus the national message, the 
president created the Office of War Information (OWI) as the primary conduit for 
dialogue between Washington and citizens in this time of total war.  Many of the other 
information agencies in Washington came under the OWI's fold.  Power of censorship, 
however, was distinctly separated from this office of information, and remained the duty 
of the Office of Censorship, headed by Byron Price.  FDR placed a popular radio 
commentator, Elmer Davis, at the head of OWI and Lowell Mellett became the head of 
the motion picture division.  FDR's executive order explicitly stated that he believed film 
to be a unique medium for informing the public137. Mellett met with representatives of 
the Hollywood establishment and proposed a deal.  He attempted to assert his office as 
the clearinghouse for "all dealings between the studios and the government"138.  In return, 
he asked for Hollywood's assistance in promoting the goals of the federal government in 
this time of need.  He appealed to their sense of patriotism.  Although some high level 
members of government contemplated a takeover of at least part of Hollywood 
production, Mellett made it clear that Hollywood was to retain control over their own 
production139.  As most other large industries in America saw their entire production 
output turned to aid the war effort (steel, auto, etc.) Hollywood moguls felt they were 
getting off easy and pledged their dedication to the government's cause.  The tail was 
being wagged before it had even been asked. 
With declarations of war being made between the United States and the Axis countries in 
December 1941, Hollywood was at its patriotic best when it began to release a series of 
overtly anti-axis pictures.  Blatantly racist pictures such as Menace of the Rising Sun, 
Secret Agent of Japan, and A Prisoner of Japan were among a slew of 72 pictures 
produced between December 1941 and July 1942 that featured the war at the centre of the 
story140.  But OWI was not necessarily happy with this message of traitorous enemies and 
thought this image being perpetrated to American audiences would do more harm than 
good to the war effort.  OWI went to Hollywood and repeated their pleas that they did not 
seek to censor films, but that they wanted to help Hollywood keep its pledge to aid the 
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war effort.  OWI maintained that although Hollywood might know what the public 
wanted to see, it was the OWI that knew what was best to aid the war effort.  OWI 
"downplayed informational shorts and stressed the importance of incorporating the 
government message in feature films"141.  OWI's strategy is best epitomized by its own 
director, Elmer Davis: "The easiest way to inject a propaganda idea into most people's 
minds is to let it go in through the medium of an entertainment picture when they do not 
realize that they are being propagandized"142.  They sought to casually introduce their 
message of an orderly and organized America, working together for the greater good, into 
ordinary settings and dialogue.  Crowd scenes would contain more women in uniform, 
children would be shown collecting scrap metal, teenage boys would make mention of 
rationing constraints keeping them from taking their girl out for a drive.  OWI was not 
beyond fabricating new truths as they honed the image of America.  Encouraging 
stronger roles for African Americans in Hollywood features, integrated army units 
existed on the screen "years before they were actually integrated on the battlefield"143. 
OWI, by the summer of 1942, realized that it was able to exert its greatest influence if it 
was able to review and assist on productions while they were still in the scripting stage.  
Script review became the main focus of the office, and a five person analysis team was 
kept busy as almost all scripts in the pipeline at the major studios passed through the 
office for both revision and suggested changes144. 
Often however, efforts to make explicitly persuasive movies were made by other 
branches of government, bypassing OWI completely.  One of the best examples of this is 
the 1943 release by Warner Brothers of Mission to Moscow.  Based on the novel written 
by a former ambassador to the Soviet Union, Joseph E. Davies, the story is essentially a 
supposed first hand account and exoneration of the Soviet Union and its leaders for the 
controversies leading up to its involvement in the second world war (mass purges by 
Stalin, the Nazi-Soviet non-aggression pact, Soviet Union attacks on Finland).  While not 
the only film to be overtly pro-Soviet Union, this film is a prime example of the 
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"plasticity of reality"145 that the administration enjoyed in trying to promote the allied 
cause.  Where before the war, Joseph Breen (keeper of the PCA seal of approval) had 
quashed films that attempted to sympathetically feature Soviet life, such as Red Square in 
1934, the government now took an active role in fostering positive images of its new ally.  
To compile information for his book, released three short weeks after Pearl Harbour, 
Davies was given access to confidential State Department documents on the orders of 
President Roosevelt146.  In fact, it was FDR himself who approached the Warner Brothers 
at a white house dinner to lay the groundwork for the film147,148.  Davies kept Roosevelt 
abreast of progress on the project in at least two separate meetings149.  The film itself is a 
rousing piece of propaganda unto itself.  In a cameo at the beginning of the film, Davies 
gives the film a large measure of credibility by appearing as a former high ranking US 
ambassador.  He establishes himself as an impartial and honest American who is a 
credible witness to what happened behind the closed borders of the Soviet Union.  
History, however, has not looked  favourably upon this film for it makes some wild 
assertions.  In his final introductory statement, Davies states "while in Russia I came to 
have a very high respect for the integrity and honesty of the Soviet leaders"150.  The 
character portraying Davies toasts Stalin as a "great builder for the benefit of common 
men"151.  By portraying the Stalinist purges as simply measures to flush out Nazi-
sympathisers and other dissidents intent on hurting the allied cause, the film quite 
blatantly accepts some measure of Stalin's terror as necessary.  Following its wartime 
approach to depiction of America's allies, OWI was ecstatic about the final product.  The 
review put forth by the agency heralded Mission to Moscow a "proof of the potency of the 
motion picture as a means of communicating historical and political material in a 
dramatic way"152 
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The film was subject to much controversy, both critically when it was made and by the 
House Un-American Activities Committee after the war, as critics felt it was especially 
wrong that the government "put its stamp of approval on a piece of totalitarian 
propaganda"153.  Nonetheless, people saw this film in droves and left the theatre with a 
distinctly different impression of the far-off and misunderstood Russian ally that America 
shared in this war.   
The most powerful tool in OWI's arsenal to control the content of Hollywood films was 
the threat of withholding a foreign export license.  Although Davis himself could not 
control this regulatory licensing, he obtained permission, in November 1942, to place 
Ulric Bell, now a special assistant to director Davis, in the Bureau of Motion Pictures (the 
official censor and issuer of foreign export licenses).  Foreign distribution of a film was 
more often than not the deciding factor between whether productions would simply break 
even or make money for the studio and its investors.  While the American domestic 
market was large, the free countries of Europe (notably Britain) were where Hollywood 
productions could begin to turn a profit.  As these licenses were often the deciding factor 
of whether or not a film was to make money, it was here that the most amount of pressure 
could be exerted on the studios to make the types of pictures that OWI wanted to see.  
The image of America that the OWI projected to both allies and foes was carefully 
sculpted before a film was given permission to be exported.  Films such as Palm Beach 
Story (1942) and Princess O'Rourke (1943) were attacked by OWI reviewers for 
portraying a decadent American lifestyle that was incompatible with the efforts required 
to prosecute total war154.  OWI saw American morals being misrepresented and they 
fought tooth and nail with Hollywood executives to effect changes at the script level so 
that they could prevent this image of America from being transmitted. 
But the OWI never was able to exert the full influence it sought in Hollywood.  
Competition from competing bureaucracies meant that they were never able to fully shore 
up their own muscle to exert the type of influence over Hollywood that they had sought 
to.  With the military refusing to consult with OWI about which studio films they would 
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assist, OWI's power and clout in Hollywood were seriously weakened.  By August 31, 
1945, when the Truman administration abolished OWI, the motion picture division had 
reviewed 1,652 scripts and asked for (and received) changes in an estimated 71 percent of 
the reviews. 
4.1.8 The military during World War II 
While volumes have been written about OWI's influence over films over the course of 
world war two155, OWI's influence was ultimately limited to script change suggestions.  
The military, however, was able to strengthen its own pre-war ability to make changes to 
feature film, it's muscle was stronger than ever and Hollywood fell in line.  While most 
military influence is limited to those films that require military personnel and/or 
equipment, the military does have a history of producing its own films.  Most of these 
films are used for the purposes of indoctrination of new recruits to the armed services.  
Occasionally, however, these films that are made for internal military viewing become so 
popular that they are made available for general release.  Perhaps the best-known 
example of this is the Why We Fight series, directed by the legendary Frank Capra 
(director of such legendary films such as Mr. Smith Goes to Washington and It's a 
Wonderful Life).  Capra joined the Army Signal Corps after the bombing of Pearl 
Harbour, was given the rank of Colonel, and was charged with making a series of 
indoctrination films for new recruits.  His contribution to the war effort, eventually titled 
Why We Fight, were seven films that attempted to provide a historical rationale for why 
America was fighting this war.  Heavily influenced by Leni Riefenstahl's classic Triumph 
of the Will, Capra's films were triumphal in spirit and angelic in their message.  The first 
instalment in the series, Prelude to War (which gave a summary of events leading up to 
September 1, 1939) won an Oscar for best documentary film of 1942, allowing it to 
become the first film produced by the military to gain commercial distribution156.  By 
July 1945, over forty-five million people worldwide had seen this first instalment157.  
General Alexander D. Surles, the army's director of public relations hoped that this film 
would help future military-produced films to gain commercial distribution, and he hoped 
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that eventually the army would gain 25 percent of domestic screen time158.  Although this 
lofty goal was never realized, the military did enjoy the patronage of some very important 
Hollywood directors who felt it their patriotic duty to join the military and lend their 
skills where they could.  Some of the more notable films released for general distribution 
by the military during World War II are: John Huston's Report From the Aleutians (1943), 
The Battle of San Pietro (1945), and Let There Be Light (1946) which he made for the 
Army; and John Ford's The Battle of Midway (1942) which he made after enlisting in the 
Navy159. 
OWI was against this sort of production scheme by the military, as was Hollywood.  The 
military had vast economic and equipment resources (both from taxpayers) that no one 
else possessed and it was an unfair competition.  The crew that Capra was able to 
assemble rivalled any in Hollywood160.  OWI's Bureau of Motion Pictures head tried to 
stall the commercial release of Prelude to War for as long as possible to appease 
Hollywood interests161.  Fighting the military, however, especially in a time of total war 
was an impossible feat.  Both OWI and Hollywood had to accept the fact that the military 
exerted great power and would continue to produce films for its own purposes and release 
them to the public if they saw it as a vital national interest, as they did with the Why We 
Fight series.   
4.1.9 HUAC 
The jubilation that followed the end of the Second World War lasted only briefly before 
the American public were told that the values and liberties that they had fought so hard to 
defend were now, ostensibly, under threat again, but this time from a former wartime ally.  
While it is difficult to ascertain now just what type of designs the leader of the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), Joseph Stalin, had on influencing the American 
people, it has become clear that the massive paranoia that swept the nation was 
unfounded and inflammatory.  Nevertheless, with the installation of communist 
governments in the newly liberated countries of Eastern Europe (reaching all the way to 
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East Berlin), the fear and panic that gripped the United States was embodied by the 
House of Representatives Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC).  On September 
23, 1947, the chairperson of the HUAC, J. Parnell Thomas, ordered delivery of 
subpoenas to forty-five leading Hollywood personalities, ordering them to Washington to 
appear before the committee.  While most of these witnesses were to appear before the 
committee on their own request to name names of suspected subversives and communist 
party members, nineteen of the people subpoenaed were classified as 'unfriendly' 
witnesses, before they even had a chance to answer charges against themselves162.  What 
proceeded to follow has gone down in history as an embarrassment to a country that so 
greatly reveres freedoms of man outlined in the Constitution and Bill of Rights of 
America163.  In the end, for refusing to answer questions regarding political affiliations, 
ten of these men were held in contempt of the House and sentenced to jail terms 
(congress here completely ignoring the precepts of both the First and Fifth amendments 
to the United States Constitution which allow both free speech and political association 
as well as the right to due process and a fair trial).  Upon their release, these ten men, 
immortalized in history as the 'Hollywood Ten'164 found themselves effectively 
'blacklisted' by all the major studios, and were unable to find any work165.  This type of 
persecution of progressive thinking Hollywood writers, producers, directors, and actors 
continued on until the mid-1950s with HUAC ruining the careers of many talented 
individuals based on hearsay and libel that the accused had no chance to respond to166.  
An even more lasting effect of HUAC is the cooperation that they were able to find in 
Hollywood's highest levels for their message.  Between 1947 and 1954, at least thirty-
three explicitly anti-communist films were made, while many films that showed the 
Soviet Union in anything but a negative light (such as Mission to Moscow) were 
voluntarily withdrawn from distribution by the major studios167.   
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4.1.10 Chaplin 
The paranoia that gripped the United States government regarding supposed political 
subversives led the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) to begin an investigation "to 
determine whether or not [Charlie] Chaplin was or is engaged in Soviet espionage 
activities"168.  Chaplin's case best exemplifies the gross overreaction that a paranoid 
government based on the supposed twin threats of internal subversion and moral decay.  
Chaplin, being one of the most popular filmmakers and actors of all time, derived his 
popularity from the fact that his signature 'tramp' style and humour always engaged the 
viewer at the level of the common man.  Chaplin was a genius for presenting very real 
and contemporary issues to the audience in a manner that was neither boring nor didactic.  
Films such as Modern Times (1936), The Great Dictator (1940), Monsieur Verdoux 
(1947), and Limelight (1952) dealt with contemporary issues but (with the exception of 
The Great Dictator) clouded his social commentary behind a well-built plotline that 
always entertained first and foremost.  The progressive social thinking that his films 
embodied, preaching fairness, tolerance, and equality amongst all peoples made many 
reactionary elements in the government nervous, especially FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, 
the notorious 'Red-Hunter'.   
 
Chaplin had always been above the influence that the government exerted on the big 
Hollywood studios based on his own huge popularity and intelligent business acumen.  In 
1919, with three other Hollywood heavyweights, Chaplin helped form United Artists, the 
first major independent distribution company in Hollywood.  Always having an avenue 
open for distribution of his films allowed Chaplin to tackle material that other directors 
and producers would never even attempt to for fear of not receiving the PCA seal.  
Chaplin's progressive political views and questionable sexual practices made him a 
primary target for elements within the government who were nervous about the topics he 
touched on:  
"There are men and women in the far corners of the world who have never heard of 
Jesus Christ; yet they know and love Charlie Chaplin.  So when Chaplin makes a 
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picture like 'The Great Dictator', his thoughts reach a far greater audience than do the 
newspapers, the magazines, or the radio."169 
 
Denied the ability to influence the production or distribution of his films, as they were 
able to with films made in the major Hollywood studios, Chaplin's opponents attacked 
him where he was weakest.  Although arriving in America from his native England in 
1912, Chaplin never applied for American citizenship.  When he set sail for Europe with 
his family in 1952 to promote Limelight, FBI director Hoover convinced Attorney 
General James McGranery to revoke Chaplin's re-entry pass170.  Forced to face a 
committee of the Department of Immigration and Naturalization upon his return 
regarding his political beliefs and associations, Chaplin instead decided he had enough of 
this thoughtless persecution and decided to remain abroad171.  Denied the ability to 
influence the message in Chaplin's films due to his independence, conservative elements 
of the government instead decided to effect a draconian 'quasi-deportation' to silence a 
man who could hardly have been called a political dissident, let alone a threat to the 
nation.. 
  
4.1.11 The military after World War II 
The Armed Forces emerged from the Second World War as they had never been in pre-
Pearl Harbour America.  The military had really shown its character as the forces that 
safeguarded democracy in every corner of the planet, the forces that met the war-crazed 
enemy who had dared awake America from her slumber. The military stepped up and 
blasted them all away to the Stone Age.  World War Two was filled of the type of 
material that legends are made from, and the post V-E and V-J world was clamouring to 
hear those stories.  Out of a population of around 140 million people, over 12 million had 
served in the armed forces and they clamoured for the stories they had seen and lived.  
Never one to miss on an opportunity to give the public what they wanted, Hollywood 
embarked on a spate of war films to please all.  The image of clean, idealistic, and heroic 
American soldiers were forever captured on Hollywood's celluloid, with the help of the 
military, in a spate of war films that began with Task Force in 1949, and continued with 
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Twelve O'Clock High (1949), Battleground (1949), Sands of Iwo Jima (1949), Bright 
Victory(1951), To Hell and Back (1955), The Glenn Miller Story (1953) and on to the 
present with the recent release of another take on Pearl Harbor (2001). 
 
By 1952, over thirty full-length feature motion pictures were being produced a year with 
differing levels of military cooperation172.  This increase in films dealing with overtly 
military themes necessitated a new working relationship between the military and film 
productions needing military cooperation.  In 1949, the First Secretary of Defense of the 
United States, James Forrestal, issued a directive forming the Office of Public 
Information.  This office was to be run by an assistant to the Secretary of Defense (Public 
Affairs) and was to take over a multitude of public relations activities from the various 
branches of the military who were now expected to place their own staff in this 
Department of Defense (DoD) office under the direct control of the secretary of 
defense173.  The office of Public Information became the sole authority on authorizing 
any component of the armed forces in aiding the production of a commercial motion 
picture174.  While this office lost some of its authority during the Korean War years, this 
office, in a functional sense, has remained the sole authority authorizing DoD cooperation 
ever since.  When applying for military assistance, film producers now had a single 
channel into the federal government from where they could ask for assistance.  It now 
became up to the current federal administration to appoint the Director of Public 
Information, essentially a 'Military-Film' czar who decided which scripts were 
'appropriate' to qualify for governmental assistance.  The military had now surrendered 
final say to the executive branch of the government in decisions relating to which 
productions received assistance, however they still received the scripts and passed them 
on up the chain with their recommendations.   
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4.1.12 Military bootcamp 
The government of the United States is very careful of the image it portrays in regards to 
both itself and its military.  In both times of war and peace, the government has desired 
cultivate an image of "the nation's armed services as an all-conquering and infallible 
force that protects the United States from any threat and project the national interest to 
any corner of the world."175 
 
Certain criteria have always needed to be met by film productions before their script is 
cleared for military cooperation.  Depictions of the military and America had to be "in 
keeping with the highest standards of propriety and dignity (...) [and] not detrimental to 
Department of Defense policy [or] morale"176.  Furthermore, as a nod to the powerful 
studios in Hollywood and an article of faith that both sides would continue to scratch 
each other's back, the Office of Public Information required that in order to receive 
cooperation, producers needed to have advance access to a "recognized distribution 
channel for the completed picture"177.  The requirement for advance distribution deals 
effectively limits the people who can receive DoD help as a distribution deal is very 
difficult to have when a production is still in the pre-production stage outside of the 
studio system.  As dissent against the military-industrial complex generally does not 
come from within a studio system that knows better than to be critical of their bedfellows, 
this stipulation allows the Office of Public Information to ignore requests without having 
to overtly say that they do not agree with the message of the film.  They merely need to 
invoke this distribution clause, a powerful weapon to silence dissent.  Furthermore, by 
stipulating that films that receive cooperation must "benefit the Department of 
Defense"178, the DoD have left themselves very broad discretion indeed. 
 
If accepted to receive DoD help, a project officer from the corresponding branch of the 
military is appointed by the director of the Office of Public Information to be the 
government's liaison with the production.  This project officer is under the direct 
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command of the assistant Secretary of Defense (Public Affairs), and it is their role to 
represent the military establishment in all stages of the production process.  This officer 
is to be involved in production meetings from the earliest planning stages and is to be 
present on set whenever matters that consider depiction of the military are filmed.  This 
officer is to be present for the screening of the relevant dailies as well.  The project 
officer wields considerable power, for although being able to authorize minor deviations 
from the approved script, (if it is consistent with DoD policy), they can effectively 
suspend assistance if they believe the filmmakers are straying from the agreed upon 
arrangements179.  In the production of large budget Hollywood feature films, the power to 
hold up a production schedule can be the ability to kill a film. 
 
4.1.13 Building moral during Vietnam 
The conflict that erupted in South-East Asia, beginning with Vietnam in the early 1960s 
was unlike any other before it in history.  With the commitment of American troops to 
this 'police action', television audiences back home were now able to view the conflict as 
the war itself escalated.  This amount of knowledge, and the ambiguous nature of the 
action itself, led to much polarization of opinion on the home front.  The reasons for the 
United States being in Vietnam are both controversial and convoluted180.  For this reason, 
the protracted conflict allowed much time for national resentment of the war to have an 
opportunity to reach the boiling point, which it did.  It is interesting to note that during 
the conflict, the North Vietnamese produced more films about the conflict than did the 
Americans181.  Eventually, aiming to stem the tide of unhappy citizens, successive 
presidential administrations sought to sway public opinion regarding the 'police action' 
being undertaken in Indochina.    
John F. Kennedy attempted to distract public opinion and sway votes when, in an election 
year, he authorized the Navy to help make a dramatization of his life, PT-109 (1963).  
The Warner Brothers, fierce supporters of the Democratic Party, obtained a destroyer, six 
smaller ships, and hundreds of off-duty servicemen for the film182.  On December 28, 
1965, John Wayne, the star of over one hundred and fifty Hollywood films, wrote a letter 
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to President Lyndon B. Johnson.  In this letter, he expressed an interest in making the 
first American film portraying Vietnam while the battles were still raging across the 
Pacific.  The Green Berets (1968) was to be as real and authentic as possible, and in order 
to achieve this, Wayne asked Johnson for "the help and cooperation of the Defense 
Department"183.  Wayne received this help after advisors to President Johnson assured the 
president that if Wayne made the film "he would be saying the things we want said"184.  
The administration believed that a commercial film with popular stars, such as Wayne, 
would have a more beneficial effect in convincing the American public about the true 
nature of the fighting in Vietnam.  They even expressed sentiments that because not 
being constrained by documentary footage, a commercial production could portray the 
Viet Cong as horrendously and brutal as they wanted to185.  The administration did not 
hesitate in fully cooperating with Wayne, even allowing the production to shoot during 
wartime at a major army base (Fort Benning) as they saw it as "an opportunity to direct 
and develop a project that will contain story elements favourable to DoD"186.  Michael 
Wayne, the film's producer as well as the star's son, explained that even the final shooting 
script was asked to be re-written "along the lines suggested by the Pentagon"187.  He also 
admitted that gaining military approval and cooperation gives a film a certain authenticity 
that aids in financing and distribution188.  The film, which stars Wayne as Colonel Mike 
Kirby, a crack special forces operator in command of two teams of Green Beret soldiers 
in South Vietnam, stands as an unquestionable piece of propaganda.  In response to the 
media back home who were only then beginning to echo the vast majority of Americans 
in asking why America was involved in this conflict, the movie effectively stated "don't 
believe everything you read in the newspapers"189.  When asked by his men why they 
were in South Vietnam, Colonel Kirby simply answers "they need us, and they want 
us"190.  Uproar about the level of involvement that the administration gave to a film that 
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was clearly serving their best interest was rampant.  No fewer than four congressional 
and two senate investigations examined the circumstances that led to military cooperation 
for this film191. 
Trying to divert attention from current quagmires and focus them on prior battles that 
eventually resulted in an American victory, the Johnson administration again decided to 
give an unusual level of support to the production of Tora! Tora! Tora! (1970). The plot 
centres on Japanese treachery surrounding the diplomatic relations and subsequent attack 
by Japanese forces on Pearl Harbour in 1941.  In order to recreate the battle, after gaining 
DoD approval, the Navy was asked to lend the production their support.  The Navy, 
however, clearly went above and beyond the call of duty for this production:  10 Navy 
ships in total were used for production.  US servicemen were allowed to dress in Japanese 
uniforms.  The Japanese flag was allowed to be flown on the aircraft carrier U.S.S. 
Yorktown.  One naval reservist was killed and six enlisted seamen were hospitalized with 
burns following an accident on set.  Aboard the Yorktown, the Navy transported thirty-
two mock-up Japanese Zero fighter planes from San Diego to Hawaii for the production.  
A CBS '60 Minutes' broadcast in 1969 even revealed that at least one of the boats had 
been pulled early from Vietnam in order to participate in the production occurring in 
Hawaii192.  This was during wartime, and the Secretary of the Navy himself thought it 
would be good publicity for the Navy to cooperate in making this film.  The revelations 
put forth in the '60 Minutes' broadcast caused quite a controversy and the House of 
Representatives, who were appalled that such an event had occurred during wartime, 
launched an investigation193. 
 
4.1.14 Changing face of Hollywood 
American Motion Picture attendance peaked in 1946 with 90 million paying customers 
attending weekly194.  With the rise of television came fewer and fewer theatregoers, and 
by 1956, theatre audience had dropped by 50%195.  In 1948, the Supreme Court forced 
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Hollywood Studios to divorce production from exhibition196.  This changed the face of 
Hollywood, as without the monopoly offered by the vertical integration by which the 
studios had dominated American cinema, the major studios were now forced to compete 
with many independent filmmakers who chose to make their films outside of the studio 
system.  By 1950, the PCA code was no longer needed for films to receive distribution.  
This, combined with the 1952 Supreme Court ruling that at last granted motion pictures 
protection under the First Amendment197, allowed American films to begin to explore 
subject matter that would not before have been dealt with.  This newfound independence 
had its limits though.  Films such as Platoon (1986) still had a difficult finding financing 
in Hollywood due to the risky subject nature (Vietnam) and had to turn to outside sources 
to find funding198.  In the late 1980s and throughout 1990s, the nature of Hollywood 
began again to change.  Many independents merged and were taken over by large 
corporations.  These corporations were not initially necessarily entertainment companies, 
but they saw that money was to be made, and they were interested in what Hollywood 
had to offer.  Although many independent production companies still exist, it is the major 
studios, reconstituted in their corporate form that still hold sway in Hollywood.  Although 
ostensibly being able to explore any topics that they choose, these companies are 
tempered by the fact that they deal with the government in many of their other holdings, 
so they are sure to watch what they say in the films they produce.  Furthermore, with 
more production companies now being owned by a single parent company, the chances of 
any of those production companies being able to make a film critical of the military 
shrink enormously.  Doing so could endanger another production company within the 
umbrella from receiving military support in the future.  Chances are that the parent 
company has considerable stakes in the military-industrial sector as well, further 
tempering any sort of dissent199. 
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4.1.15 Towards healing 
The military still exerted as much influence in determining which films that required 
military hardware could be made.  Although much surplus war equipment could be found 
through commercial companies, the military still remained the only place to go if one 
needed either new state-of-the-art equipment or bases.  For those filmmakers eager to 
examine American involvement in Indo-China, they were eager to gain assistance of the 
military in order to make an accurate a depiction as possible.  When Francis Ford 
Coppola began knocking on doors to find help to make his Vietnam epic Apocalypse Now 
(1979), he found little cooperation from the military who refused to even offer advice 
unless the plot was dramatically changed200.  Only with great difficulty was he able to 
make his film without military assistance.  Likewise, many luminary films that tried to 
deal with touchy subjects only a few years removed from the public consciousness were 
denied military assistance, even in the planning stages.  Go Tell the Spartans (1978), 
Hair (1979), and The Deer Hunter (1978) are just a few examples of the rough treatment 
received201.  The Pentagon became interested in this re-examination of the conflict and 
assisted in the production of films such as The Killing Fields (1984) and Hamburger Hill 
(1987) which dealt with stories set in Indochina.  They both, however, suffer from lack of 
context as Hamburger Hill deals only with a small group of men in Vietnam and declines 
from discussing the broad issue of American involvement as films such as Hair (1979) 
did.   Similarly, The Killing Fields (1984) examined the illegal bombing and invasion of 
Cambodia by the US, but continually reinforced in the viewer's mind that this was all the 
mistake of one (impeached) administration, under Richard Nixon. 
 
4.1.16 Cold war cooling 
The Soviet Union, burdened by an increasingly inefficient economy, was unable to keep 
up with the inflationary military spending of successive Republican administrations 
throughout the 1980s.  By 1991, the world was left with a single superpower with the fall 
of communism in Russia and the rest of Eastern Europe.  Although some military assisted 
films such as The Hunt for Red October (1990) still attempted to cash in on the perpetual 
fear that gripped American audiences since the USSR exploded their first atomic bomb, 
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Hollywood and the military were left to examine a new enemy that could star in their 
pictures.  Overwhelmingly, this role has been filled by the ever-present terrorist threat.  
Films such as True Lies (1994) and Executive Decision (1996) are typical of films that 
have unnamed terrorists posing as great threats to free people of the world.  More 
disturbingly, these unnamed terrorist threats are far too often of Arabic or Islamic 
decent202. 
As is the trend since the end of the Second World War, constant re-examination of both 
this conflict, and others since, is constantly occurring in Hollywood with the aid of the 
Pentagon.  Some recent examples of these types of films are Pearl Harbor (2001), Green 
Dragon (2001), Windtalkers (2002), We Were Soldiers (2002).  Interestingly, films such 
as U-571 (2000), which was made with Navy assistance, completely rewrite history for 
the purpose of drama.  In this film, a disguised American sub makes contact with a 
German U-boat, boards the sub, and captures the 'enigma' machine that allows allies to 
break the German code and help win the war.  In reality, it was a British destroyer, the 
Bulldog, which actually captured the cipher machine a full four months before the 
Americans even entered the war in 1941203.  It becomes interesting when real events are 
portrayed dramatically because although audiences understand that they are watching a 
film, they are also learning about conflicts that are well before their time from these films.  
Although filmmakers know that the events that they depict in their film are fictional 
representations of these conflicts, for the audience it is a different matter altogether.   
A disturbing trend in films made with military assistance in the past decade is the lack of 
context that they provide for why the conflict is being fought at all.  Clear and Present 
Danger (1994) pits a CIA agent in the illegal war that is still being fought in Colombia. 
Behind Enemy Lines (2001) deals with a pilot shot down on a reconnaissance mission 
over Bosnia.  Black Hawk Down (2001) deals with American armed intervention in 
Somalia.  What all these films lack is a discussion about American involvement.  Instead 
of inviting discussion, these conflicts simply serve as backdrops for both Hollywood and 
the Pentagon to stage explosions and violence in new settings.  The most recent battle to 
garner Hollywood's attention is The Battle for Fallujah set to be released in 2006 or early 
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2007.  The first Marine offensive to 'pacify' Fallujah came in April 2004, and by 
December, the film began production with Harrison Ford slated to play the Marine 
General in the battle.  The military assistance this film will receive will be sure to assure 
a specific message reaches American and world audiences when they watch the film.  As 
they sit in the theatre and make up their mind, the Iraqi occupation will still continue. 
 
4.2 Govt. assistance in practice: An examination of government sponsored films 
 
4.2.1 The Killing Fields (1984)  
The Killing Fields, a film directed by Roland Joffe and produced by David Puttnam, is 
based on a true story, following the historical events surrounding the US evacuation from 
Cambodia in 1975 when the capital, Phnom Penh fell to the Khmer Rouge and the reign 
of Pol Pot began.  The film's screenplay by Bruce Robinson, was adapted from Pulitzer 
Prize winning New York Times reporter Sydney Schanberg's The Death and Life of Dith 
Pran from January 20, 1980 issue of The New York Times Magazine. Schanberg was 
stationed in Phnom Penh in the early 1970s as once-neutral Cambodia was overrun by 
outside interference from both the United States and North Vietnam, and collapsed into 
civil war. Schanberg reported extensively on this war, assisted by a local Cambodian 
journalist, Dith Pran. 
 
In the opening sequence of the film, a voiceover by the character playing Sydney 
Schanberg gives the background to both the conflict and his placement in Phnom Penh.  
By presenting the audience with this type of evidence early in the film, a high degree of 
modality is presented by the filmmakers for the film we are about to view: We are to take 
what we see as historical fact, allowing our imagination to create the reality as we 
interpret this supposedly factual information.  As the film is based on reports by 
Schanberg himself, the filmmakers further heighten this sense of truth by placing Sydney 
at the front lines of the conflict.  Early on in the film, in a battle with the Khmer Rouge at 
the Coke factory, Sydney watches the battle directly next to a soldier holding back the 
Khmer Rouge from a machine gun nest.  The Khmer Rouge charge them from across the 
field.  Sydney is there when the first of the Khmer Rouge tanks roll into Phnom Penh.  
Although all these facts may be true to life, the decision of the filmmakers to highlight 
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these instances is a conscious decision meant to establish authenticity for their work.  The 
filmmakers probably furthest to illustrate this point when they presented Sydney with the 
'Journalist of the Year' award (possibly too much ambiguity existed in the 'Pulitzer Prize' 
the real Schanberg was awarded).  The high modality embodied by Sydney's character 
makes him the familiar in the midst of distant unfamiliarity.  He embodies many virtues 
valued by American society, "the virtues of courage, commitment, and care"204 in the 
service of others. Moreover, his dedication to his mission bears witness to his self-
sacrifice for the benefit of the larger society - his own as well as the Cambodian. Through 
his willingness to perform the ultimate sacrifice in the defence of others, he becomes a 
crucial symbol of patriotism.  However, this is still a dramatic film, and as leave of reality 
needs to occasionally be made in the interest of dramatic mise-en-scène, this high 
modality can sometimes be confusing and misleading for the viewer.  The filmmakers 
have created an environment within a realist representational code which "…invite[s] this 
confusion of representation with reality."205  This confusion can become more acute 
when the military becomes involved with a project and is allowed to influence the 
finished product. 
 
When we first encounter Sydney onscreen, he is very agitated as his plane to Cambodia 
was delayed several hours and he has been left in the dark as to the reason why. When 
Dith Pran tells him that the US has dropped bombs on a Cambodian village (Neak Luong, 
but interestingly never named in the film) by accident, he rushes to get to the town in 
spite of Pran warning him to be careful.  His helicopter there is grounded by an American 
General who tells him that the scene is closed.  True to the real story, Sydney finds his 
own way downriver to the town, and the next day he discovers the devastation.  We are 
greeted with the charred remains of a town and a long panning shot shows us children 
carrying a body on a stretcher to the first aid tent.  The film shows a man grabbing 
Sydney and asking him to take a picture of his injured child.  What the film does not 
mention is that in real life, this man told Sydney that his wife and 10 other children were 
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incinerated in the bombing206.  In the very next shot we are presented with a woman who 
Sydney is told has 5 children and we see all five surrounding her.  She says only her 
husband died in the bombing.  With a simple reversal of story such as this in this 
sequence, we are now presented with one badly hurt child and one dead father with five 
children still remaining.  The 10 incinerated children and the mother have disappeared 
from history.  Presumably the dead father of five can take their place instead.  When one 
woman questions Sydney about whether the pilot will be arrested, he has no answer.  The 
film does not dwell on the real facts of what happens, and instead the true story is 
somewhat suppressed by this film.  The only number we end up with from the film is the 
estimate that thirty people were wounded by the accidental bombing.  In reality, 137 
civilian were killed and 258 were badly injured.  The pilot was fined a mere $700 for this 
grave error207.  As often happens with scripts that deal with subject matter potentially 
harmful to the military's image, the military will often choose to become involved in 
order to, in essence, soften the blow.  This type of involvement has long been understood 
by the government as crucial in their efforts to sanitize their image208. 
 
The central juxtaposition in this film is the relationship between Pran and Schanberg.  
The film forces us to examine this relationship for their two lives are inextricably linked 
as they both try to survive the turmoil that swirls about them.  An example of this 
examination is when Pran comes into Sydney's hotel room to wake him up with the news 
that their coverage of Neak Luong has made the front cover of The Times.  He takes the 
opportunity to confide in Sydney that his wife is scared of the future, and we can sense 
Pran's apprehensions as well.  The close-ups signify a personal mode, and we first get a 
glimpse of their intimacy.  While their relationship is that of man to man, an ambiguity 
exists between them throughout the film.  Pran is depicted as not only an occupational, 
but also a developmental inferior to Sydney.  Whereas Sydney may represent the 
American ideal, Pran represents his people: Eternal victims.  On several occasions he 
exhibits typically feminine traits. We see him crying, confused, desperate and emotional. 
At one point Pran surprises Sydney with good news and is so happy to do so that he 
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throws his arms around Sydney's neck and laughs a high-pitched, effeminate laughter.     
Pran is the loyal servant, and protects Sydney almost to the point of mothering him.  In 
the attack on the Coke factory, Pran holds Sydney's next down behind the sandbags as the 
Khmer Rouge advance.  He constantly risks his own life in the service of Sydney's in a 
benevolent type of master-servant relationship that finds parallels in Rudyard Kipling's 
works.  The flip side of this relationship has Pran as a boy looking up to Sydney.  When 
having intimate conversations with Sydney, he searches Sydney's face for answers.  
Pran's expressions and nervous smile are like that of a child looking to his father for 
guidance.  When speaking of having to leave the country, Pran breaks down right away 
into tears at the first sign of bad news.  Sydney is forced to console him as one consoles a 
child by saying "it's gonna be alright."209  The affection visible in Pran almost feminizes 
him.  The relationship between Sydney and Pran resembles that of father and son, man 
and woman, leader and follower.  We are likely to accept this division of roles as viewers, 
because the film draws on and perpetuates discourses and notions deeply rooted in the 
American psyche. Adjectives such as 'emotional, unstable, naïve, indecisive and fragile' 
have been connected with women for ages.  A message, repeated many times in many 
variations, has a tendency to start to ring true. 
 
When addressing Pran, Sydney is fearless and determined. His expression shows no signs 
of doubt and it is understood that nothing is going to stand in the way of his mission. The 
future does not frighten him.  His manner with Pran alternates between that of a teenage 
son (abrupt and brusque, feeling his kindness taken for granted), and that of a leader 
(responsible for taking them through dark waters).  Sydney is not only a man, but as a 
symbol, he represents for us benevolent Americanism.  This relates back to Jeffords's 
'protection scenario' with Sydney as the noble rescuer of the inferior being.  We do not 
question the fact that Pran (representing Cambodian people) is being ordered around and 
led by Sydney, because this is the type of power relation we are used to in this world.  
The message that Sydney gets from the departing Americans from the embassy is that 
given enough resources we could have helped these people.  The question of involvement 
has been converted into a question of resources.  The authorities on the subject 
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themselves tell us that they could have fixed it.  This underlying discussion takes as a fact 
that it is America's right to lead the rest of the world, be it in matters of politics, economy 
or morality. The film makes it difficult to question the legitimacy of this quest, as Sydney 
embodies the values that we hope will bring freedom: He is a lover of peace, democracy 
and the rights of man. 
 
Potentially the most embarrassing scene in the film for the military is the scene in which 
they had the most involvement.  Marine helicopters were used to recreate the emergency 
evacuation of the American embassy and all remaining American citizens and their 
dependents.  Although Sydney and Pran elect to stay, their presence at the embassy 
brings this scene into the first person perspective.  As the scene begins, very abrasive 
psychedelic music begins.  The music is composed mainly on an electronic keyboard 
being struck almost at random.  As the Marine choppers fly in over the city, the music 
becomes more and more distracting.  A film's score, when particularly unique and 
overpowering as it is throughout this scene, serves to detach the film from the real.  We 
almost get the sense that we are watching a bad dream.  For the duration of the scene, we 
almost get the impression that this event did not take place, that it is all in our head.  As 
the helicopters take off, we see the children of Phnom Penh waving to the departing 
Americans.  Children are often used as symbols of impartial judges.  A child serves as the 
judge of what is good and right and their clear affection for the departing Americans is a 
comment unto itself.  We see no child smile at the Khmer Rouge later on.  Later on in the 
film, possibly in an effort to save face at having to show the American embassy 
evacuated, we see a scene that revolves around the Soviet embassy personnel being 
ousted and turned over to the French embassy. 
 
By defining 'the other' in general terms, filmmakers are able to easily point out to the 
audience who embodies evil in the film and they can begin to identify with whatever 
opposes this evil.  In this film, the Khmer Rouge stand as a potent symbol of what 
America is trying to protect itself from.  Ruthless, homicidal, and anti-intellectual, the 
Khmer Rouge were ruthless fighters and this paper attempts to make no apologies for 
their actions.  The way they are presented by the filmmakers, however, is a simplistic 
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picture that uses stereotypical depictions of 'the other' to reinforce the sense of fear 
elicited in the viewer.  Out first encounter with the Khmer Rouge, in force, is when they 
attack the Coke factory.  On at least three separate occasions in this sequence, we see 
bottles of Coke being exploded by Khmer Rouge fire.  Coke is one of the most powerful 
symbols of America, and it is semiotically interchangeable with the American way of life.  
On their way out of a hospital Sydney, Pran and two American photojournalists are cut 
off by a Khmer Rouge armoured vehicle.  As the tank moves closer, and the men jump 
out, we are looking at it from a low angle.  The fighters look fierce and threatening and 
the closer they come, the more we look upwards.  The first close-up of a Khmer Rouge 
fighter we see in the film is that of a small boy with a machine gun in his hands.  This 
depiction is intentional as later in the film it is children who were find to be the most 
brutal Khmer Rouge fighters.  The contrast between the composed Sydney and the 
aggressive KR makes Sydney a symbol of civilisation being taken prisoner by barbarous 
forces. The way his unresisting body is pushed mercilessly back and forth by the crowd 
makes him into a Christ-like martyr, facing persecution simply for helping others.   
 
While being a horrible political party and running a despotic regime, the Khmer Rouge, 
with Pol Pot as their leader, did have ideas and reforms that were instituted on a 
somewhat rational basis.  While their methods and punishments were horrendously brutal, 
a filmic depiction of their regime should not trivialize their reforms as senseless.  No 
explanation is given as to the massive evacuation of Phnom Penh and other cities.  In 
reality, the Khmer Rouge were trying to build a new type of society based on new 
conceptions of familial relations by eliminating biological family units.  This whole 
extensive plan is simplified in the film to a girl walking up to blackboard, drawing an X 
through a stickperson family and erasing the handholding between the mother and child.  
The work camp we see Pran forced to endure is simply a dirt pit with giant red flags 
flying above the workers.  The flag are actually set inside the pit, where the work is being 
done, and this blatant symbol is meant to make the viewer identify this type of inhumane 
program with communism in general.  The Khmer Rouge were a political party with a 
plan.  Although they were horribly brutal, they at least believed there was a method to the 
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madness.  By not even acknowledging any of this, the film simply marginalizes the 
enemy without shining full light on their actions. 
 
Much like the Somalis in Black Hawk Down (2001), the Cambodians are treated as a 
faceless population where evil can lurk anywhere from anyone.  This fear of the other has 
deep roots in American myth and the evil Khmer Rouge embody this.  They are 
distinguished from the rest of the Cambodian population by only the red scarf they all 
wear, but this designation itself is plastic, as we see former soldiers loyal to the 
American-backed Lon Nol regime now fighting for the Khmer Rouge.  This is the type of 
population that America was simply trying to save from itself.  Throughout the film, Pran 
is distinguished as being the sole Cambodian that everyone seems to care about.  It is as if 
he is the only 'noble savage' that the Europeans and Americans can bring themselves to 
care about.  Nobody even raises a peep in the French embassy when the former 
Cambodian official is forced out into the waiting claws of the Khmer Rouge to face a 
certain death.  Even his wife and baby are forced out with him and nobody says anything.  
Perhaps it is Pran's mastery of the English language that causes the overflowing of 
emotion that they all feel for him alone.   
 
The use of the Khmer language is interestingly used to depict the Cambodian people.  
When Khmer is spoken, no subtitles are displayed for whole scenes at a time.  This use of 
a foreign language in this context highlights the foreignness of it, to makes it more 
sinister.  Not able to understand what is being said, the viewer is pushed away from the 
characters in the film making identification more difficult; the image of 'the other' is 
cemented in the viewer's perception of Cambodians.  We are almost slightly repulsed by 
it.  Against this backdrop, English in the film becomes a sign of not only intelligence but 
compassion as well.  Pran and his Khmer Rouge master speak English to each other.  As 
this man has kept his child as well, it becomes clear that English is a sign of humanity.  In 
a scene where all the dialogue is in Khmer, the master speaks only the lines "I must try to 
stop the killing"210 in English.  These are the last lines we hear him speak before he is 
killed.  The dramatic license here is quite broad as these are two Cambodians speaking to 
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each other.  As their Khmer is probably much better than their English, it is clearly a 
deliberate decision by the filmmakers to endear this character to the audience. 
 
Often, the government will assist a film dealing with a sensitive and potentially 
embarrassing subject in order to make "it less objectionable or make it more 
presentable."211  In the early 1980s, when this film was made, the American people were 
still trying to come to terms with the country's disastrous involvement in Southeast Asia.  
Films such as this were part of the healing process as the country tried to mend the deep 
rift that had divided it since the mid-1960s.  When the Reagan administration approved 
government cooperation on this film they did it with an eye for helping to mend these 
rifts.  Any facets of the disastrous (and illegal) American involvement in Cambodia are 
carefully displayed as symptoms of a past administration.  The movie carefully 
documents the role of the Nixon administration and is very clear to show that the system 
corrects itself, in this case manifested by the unprecedented impeachment proceedings 
and resignation by Nixon.  What the film does not explore, in its haste to pin all the 
blame on Nixon, is how the actual command structure would have worked in Southeast 
Asia.  While the ultimate responsibility does rest with Nixon in this case, it is not Nixon 
who wakes up one day and decides to drop on Cambodia three times as many bombs than 
were dropped on Japan in all of World War Two.  There exists a chain of command in the 
military where field commanders would be the ones to request permission to attack North 
Vietnamese bases in Cambodia.  It is very convenient to place the blame solely on a prior 
administration that has already been condemned in the public's mind.  Nixon himself 
makes a cameo on the television in the film to declare "Cambodia is the Nixon Doctrine 
in its purest form"212, and the irony in this statement rings loudly in the collective mind of 
the audience.  By not mentioning any military responsibility for this atrocity; the film 
does what so many other Hollywood films do in presenting systematic problems as 
problems due to a single faulty person213.   
 
Allow us to drift into the world of semiotics to speak of the final scene. 
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The benevolent American returns to Thailand, on the border with Cambodia.  Waiting for 
the noble savage of Cambodia to come out to him, he is surrounded by local children (the 
impartial judges of goodness).  When Cambodia sees America, Cambodia runs to 
America and jumps into America's waiting arms.  In the long embrace they both share it 
becomes clear that they are both sharing the unspoken pain that only those who have 
been through such horror can feel and share.  America reaches over to Cambodia and 
asks "do you forgive me?".  Enlightened Cambodia, without missing a beat, answers 
"nothing to forgive...nothing"214.  John Lennon's Imagine, which has been playing the 
entire scene in the background now comes up to full volume "I hope someday you'll join 
us, and the world will live as one..."215  Music keeps rolling over credits that feature shots 
of the real-life participants over the stars.  The date of this Thai reunion comes up on the 
screen and then text roles describing the epilogue of Dith Pran and Sydney Schanberg in 
the free land of America.   
 
The message that is presented here twinned with the strong buttressing of modality is 
disconcerting in a film that deals with such horrors.  The film can be accused of 
oversimplifying very complex issues under the guise of historical authenticity.  As 
described above, the film makes generalized thematic depictions that characterize 
Hollywood films and tries to use this paintbrush to paint the very complex and very scary 
events that happened in 1970s Cambodia/Democratic Kampuchea.  Involvement by the 
military, with the decision made by officials in the Reagan administration, indicates that 
they felt this film would benefit American interests.  As this film is quite critical of 
American actions, they were able to make sure that the story crafted was the least harmful 
possible.  In order to identify with the audience they made sure that a particular type of 
story was told.  The film is cloaked in simple myth that has always proven to be popular.  
The simple contrast between primitiveness and brutality versus civilisation and 
compassion as represented respectively by the Khmer Rouge and Sydney refers to the 
classical rhetoric of good versus evil. As for the relationship between Sydney and Pran, 
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and the two countries they represent, is it not characteristic of the first world to look upon 
the third with love and pity?  
 
4.2.2 Black Hawk Down (2001) 
Battle for Fallujah (2006) aside, perhaps the best contemporary example of military and 
Hollywood cooperating to push current governmental policy is Black Hawk Down (2001). 
Produced by Jerry Bruckheimer and Directed by Ridley Scott (two true Hollywood 
heavyweights), this action-packed film deals with combat realism as grittily as 
Apocalypse Now (1979), Saving Private Ryan (1998) and The Thin Red Line (1998).  The 
central story line revolves around a single day that occurred while United States forces 
were stationed in Mogadishu, the capital of Somalia.  On October 3, 1993, United States 
forces, responding to increased resistance by militias loyal to the Somali warlord 
Mohamed Farrah Aidid moved into the central Bakkarah Market district in Mogadishu, 
an area fiercely loyal to Aidid, in order to capture two of Aidid’s top lieutenants who 
intelligence indicated would be in the area.  What was supposed to be a forty-five minute 
mission became almost twenty hours of intense urban warfare between organized elite 
units of the world's largest superpower and local militia who responded to the burning-
tire call for arms216.  A film version of this story is an example of the type of film that 
requires cooperation from the military.  Black Hawk helicopters are not something that 
Hollywood productions can rent en masse.  In order to get the full cooperation required to 
make such a film, Scott and Bruckheimer were required to give the army a veto over any 
aspect of the film, effectively the final cut on what could be depicted.  Once script 
negotiations and revisions were complete, the army agreed to bring the production eight 
Sikorsky UH-60 'Black Hawk' helicopters and four Hughes H-6 'Little Birds' from the 
160th SOAR complete with pilots who flew over Mogadishu on that infamous day217.  
On top of this, over one hundred uniformed Rangers from the 3/75th regiment (the same 
regiment stationed in Mogadishu in 1993) were provided both as extras and as principles 
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to complete the fast-rope insertion scene that the movie hinges on218.  65 of the principal 
actors were allowed to attend either Ranger school in Fort Benning, Georgia or the 
Commando Course taught by the 1st Special Warfare Training Group in Ft. Bragg, North 
Carolina219.  Paying just a few million dollars220 for the privilege of having the equipment 
flown on two C-5 Galaxy transports to their Moroccan Production location, Scott and 
Bruckheimer got off relatively easy for equipment that would not normally be available 
to a civilian production at any cost.  The United States State Department went even 
further in aiding the production.  When negotiations with the government of Morocco 
seemed to be stalling, the involvement of the State Department helped the producers 
secure a location to shoot this film221.   
 
The film is a very high production-value illustration of how the pace of urban battle 
accelerates confusion and how individual heroism under intense pressure is a quality 
possessed by those last thought to posses it.  Although focusing on many members of 
both the Army Rangers and the elite army counter-terrorism Delta Force, the film has as 
its central protagonist Staff Sgt. Matt Eversmann.  Inheriting command of one of four 
Ranger chalks that morning due to the epileptic seizure of his chalk commander, he soon 
finds himself commanding men under fire for the first time, securing a corner of the 
target zone during the Delta Force extraction of Aidid’s men.  Eversmann is portrayed 
consistently throughout the film as a young man, who although being a lethal fighting 
machine owned by the United States Army, is (in his own words) “trained to make a 
difference”222.  His very first scene in the film forever solidifies the image of decency in 
him when the day before the mission, while on a routine Mogadishu patrol in the back of 
a Black Hawk, he spots militia gunmen opening fire on civilians who are simply trying to 
get UN food aid from a distribution truck.  Calling back to Joint Operation Command 
(JOC) at the American base outside of the city, he is refused permission to come to the 
aid of the massacred non-combatants, as American standing orders were, quite 
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benevolently, not to fire unless fired upon.  The emotional look in his eyes that we see in 
close up for a full three seconds cements in him the embodiment of justice and integrity. 
 
This first scene also quickly draws a line in the viewer’s mind between who is ‘good’ in 
this film and who is ‘evil’.  While initially shocked at the brutes beating their fellow 
country-people back from the food-aid with bats and fists, the viewer is instantly 
horrified to see truck-mounted machine guns open up on the unarmed crowd.  By 
claiming the food in Mohamed Farrah Aidid’s name and the shocking brutality with 
which they have done it, the viewer is immediately influenced and has made up their 
mind about who embodies evil.  If the toughs in the crowd who used bats were horrible 
people, then Aidid (and anyone willing to fight for him) represent the greatest evil of all.  
This type of depiction of the 'other' is perhaps the greatest tragedy and criticism of this 
film.  While consistently portraying American soldiers (rightfully so) as heroes under fire, 
it portrays Somalis as barbaric allies not deserving of any pity.  While the film ends with 
text that informs us over 1000 Somalis and 19 Americans died that day in Mogadishu, not 
one of the Somali deaths is really shown in the movie as anything but an abstract.  While 
many are seen being shot and dying at the hands of American soldiers, the slow 
contemplative and emotional look at death (warranted by dying Americans) is denied 
them completely.  The divisions between good and evil are cut so sharply in this film that 
we almost find ourselves rooting for the death of any Somali holding an AK-47 as if they 
were Aidid himself.  The night before the raid, Sgt. Eversmann is chided by his chalk for 
showing compassion to Somalis, or as they are consistently referred to in the film: 
Skinnies.  In a childlike voice, a ranger asks him "Sgt. Eversmann, you really like the 
Skinnies?".  An African-American responds by saying that Eversmann is simply an 
idealist.  This character gives weight to the implied argument that this is not a racial 
difference between Somalis and Americans, merely a sociological one.  But this 
argument is not supported in the rest of the film.  Instead, we are consistently presented 
with a picture of good Americans simply trying to hold back masses of black bodies 
coming to get them as if animals in a horde.   
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While being a rather accurate depiction of what occurred in Mogadishu on October 3, 
1993, the film unfortunately suffers from a lack of context.  The film justifies the actions 
of the Rangers and Delta Force based largely on what happened that day alone.  No 
mention is made of prior American missions that in fact directly influenced the events in 
the film.  Although trying to tell a complicated story such as this in a two hour film 
would be difficult, a small glimpse would have provided a more accurate portrait of 
modern warfare.  Context is so important in a film such as this because it purports to be 
historical fact.  No explanation is given for the blind rage that appears to take over the 
inhabitants in Mogadishu that day and the vengeance they wreck on Americans.  These 
'others' are simply depicted as massive violent hordes with no reason to strike back at the 
people who are simply trying to help them.  The situation in Somalia at the time, however, 
was much more complicated.  Arriving in December 1992 to aid the UN aid program that 
was floundering in the face of violent conflicts, the Ranger and Delta task force went to 
work trying to forcefully bring about the demise of several militias (Aidid's being only 
one of these).  Official US army estimates place the number of Somali casualties (at the 
hands of American forces) in the summer of 1993 alone (before the raid depicted in the 
film) at six to ten thousand223.  A 1997 official Canadian inquiry also concluded that 
American and other Western forces also carried out specific war crimes such as attacks 
on hospitals and civilian gatherings as well224.  Justification for US involvement is not 
explored at all by the filmmakers, and it is a shame.  While exuding a quasi-documentary 
authority over the events that occurred in Mogadishu, the fact of unilateral military action 
is never fully examined, thereby selling the historical authority short.  The film opens 
with sad ethereal music over images of starving Somalis.  The music implores us to feel 
compassion for these cruel victims of a clearly unnecessary torture.  Early in the film, a 
powerful Somali is brought in for questioning by General Garrison, the ranking American 
commander in Mogadishu.  When he informs the general that the Americans “should not 
have come here…this is our war, not yours” the American General, in one single line, 
gives justification for involvement in this country: “300,000 dead and counting, that's 
not a war, that's genocide”.  Combining the vicious image of Aidid and his men with this 
                                                 
223 Chomsky 1999: 68 
224 ibid. 70 
 69
sort of justification, gives unfair weight to the merits of unilateral action.  Given the year 
of release of this film (2001) and the debate surrounding recent American military 
incursions, this stands as a glaring omission by the filmmakers.  This omission becomes 
more ominous as the war on terror has again focused military interest on Somalia as a 
target for pacification in the battle against terrorism225. 
 
This 'global war on terrorism' has recently been re-branded by the current administration 
and has been renamed “the global struggle against violent extremism” 226, but the 
message in Hollywood has always been clear about how to define good versus evil.  
Hollywood has a history of relying on Muslim extremists to fill a particular type of evil 
villain227.  This evil villain subtype is particularly ruthless when it comes to killing 
civilians (especially if it is to popularize their message) and is generally willing to die for 
one’s cause228.  Black Hawk Down is clear to show no mercy for the Somali people in the 
street who are depicted as ruthless hordes bent on ripping the Americans to pieces, with 
Aidid’s men the only ones powerful enough to stop them.  The film is also very careful to 
insinuate a connection between this type of uncivilized, barbaric violence and the religion 
of Islam.  At two points in the film, a call to prayer is heard from the top of a mosque 
towering over the centre of the city.  We are presented with a foggy morning at 5:45am 
on October 3.  A beautiful helicopter shot reveals the ruined city of Mogadishu.  As the 
helicopter passes the mosque that towers over the city, it begins to track the imam who 
comes out on to the top platform and begins his call.  The camera pans back to a full 
reverse to show the caller framed by the rising sun in a rather long, complicated, and 
stunningly beautiful shot.  This twenty-second shot fully engages the viewer's senses and 
serves to immerse them in this society they are asked to view.  A shot such as this sells 
the authenticity of the film and aids in the 'suspension of disbelief' by the viewer.  The 
film then cuts to a figure stooped down answering the call on a sandy hilltop.  The man 
bends twice to the ground to kiss it.  Cut to a close-up on his face as he kneels before his 
version of god on a sandy hilltop in Africa.  After a quick cut to a different angle, the film 
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cuts to the original shot that introduced the man, but now he bends back up, picks up an 
AK-47 from the sand and puts the strap around his shoulder, about to get up.  Cut.  The 
Soviet film theorist Sergei Eisenstein described montage (editing) as the bringing about 
of an association in the viewer’s mind between two disparate images by abutting them 
together in sequence.  A new concept is born of the juxtaposition made229.  The 
association between the gun and the religion of Islam was deliberate, and in order to be 
included in the film, it had to have been approved by the military.  Furthermore, to make 
this sort of association requires the filmmaker to ask for an unnatural performance by the 
actor hired to play this man.  If one were to stand up from a kneel after picking up their 
AK47, they would first stand up and then put the strap on their shoulder.  Putting the 
strap on before trying to get up is an unnatural movement.  The move seen in the film, 
however, buys more face time for the gun and allows the image to be further cemented in 
the viewers mind.  This man is Muslim.  This man is bad.  Battle scenes in this film have 
Arabian-style music being played over them.  It is strikingly unnatural in this type of war 
production, making it that much more poignant.  The young boy who sits on a hilltop 
near the American base spies for Aidid’s men and alerts them when helicopters leave the 
base en masse.  The Americans in the helicopter mistake his raised arm for a wave and 
wave to him.  Their kindness is clearly repaid with treachery.  He is almost a part of the 
mountain, sprouting from the land: a symbol for the 'natural' hatred of these 'others' for 
America. 
 
More than anything, this film relies on age-old notions regarding what makes us like 
certain characters more than others.  The film struggles to make us identify with the 
characters by engaging us to collect facts through imagining ourselves in the situation.  
According to Currie (1995), this film forces us to confront a reality by dealing with it in 
the imaginary.  By focusing only on Americans throughout the film, the filmmakers have 
assured that we identify with only their cause.  The gratuitous violence that we perceive 
as a threat to ourselves allows us to give license to the soldiers to strike back in lethal 
force.  These Rangers are now protecting me and you, the viewer.   For identification to 
be strong, audiences want heroes to be real, common, accessible people.  The more 
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accessible a hero is, the easier it is to suspend disbelief and imagine oneself in the role.   
To complete the identification process, heroes must also have flaws, as this is what makes 
them real, what makes them accessible.  It can be argued that every single American is 
this picture is shown as both flawed and redeemed.  Delta Sergeant Norm 'Hoot' Gibson 
is introduced to us after a covert mission as a helicopter with his buddies comes in and 
pick him and his mountain bike off a sand dune outside the city.  Right from the get-go 
we know he is a good guy with an attitude.  As the chopper comes in to pick him up, the 
first chords of a rock song begin.  When the Ranger Captain berates him for having the 
safety off on his rifle during dinner, he responds “here's my safety” and insolently cocks 
his trigger finger.  Hoot becomes an oracle-like figure for Eversmann in this film 
providing him with the knowledge and experience that only a veteran of many of these 
types of battles can offer.  At the end of the film, when he departs the safe haven of the 
Pakistani stadium to go back into the hostile city to find Americans left behind, he is 
clearly redeemed in the heart of the viewer.  The incident with Hoot causes Ranger 
Captain Steele to remark that "Deltas are a bunch of undisciplined cowboys!"230.  While 
this is clearly true to us, each of the swaggering, tough-talking elite Deltas are shown to 
be the finest specimens of heroic, muscled, well-trained, firepower in the American 
arsenal.  The two Delta snipers, who essentially commit suicide by volunteering to go in 
and secure the second crash site are depicted as modern day saints.  By pulling the pilot 
out of the helicopter, they save his life, for in there the Somalis would have shot him.  
The two sharpshooters hold off the crowd of gunmen heroically until they begin to run 
out of firepower.  Interestingly, in the camera angles used for this sequence, we see that 
the Deltas face off from the gunmen with a large crowd of unarmed civilians behind the 
gunmen cheering them on.  While consistently shooting towards the gunmen (and 
presumably the crowd), not one person in the crowd is ever seen to be hit.  Not even once.  
Possibly these Delta shooters are so accurate that even with an M16 rifle they can pick 
off targets at 50-100 feet while never letting a single bullet stray into the crowd behind.  
Go Army!  These two men have their own lives taken in defense of the pilots, (who 
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ultimately survives) assuring their place in heaven231.  Ranger Specialist John Grimes is 
shown initially to be scared of actual combat and then performing heroically under fire.  
Specialist John Thomas shows great apprehension about going back out into the city and 
help the others after surviving the first deadly convoy is told “it's what you do right now 
that makes a difference” by his commanding officer (CO).  When it appears that the 
convoy is about to leave without him, he runs and catches the CO’s Humvee in time to go 
back out and help the fight.  Redeemed.  Ranger Corporal Jamie Smith deafens Specialist 
Twombley when they get left behind at Chalk four's original position.  He saves 
Twombley’s life by getting them back to Eversmann and the rest of the Chalk and fate 
rewards him for it by being shot in the femur and dying slowly and painfully.  Major 
General Garrison is portrayed throughout the film as a tough-talking commander who 
sees a raid under his command fall apart and go disastrously wrong.  Although the real 
General Garrison appealed to the president in taking full responsibility for what went 
wrong for the raid232, the film shows this humbled warrior wiping blood off the operating 
room in the base hospital after the wounded men are brought back in the second convoy.  
The blood gets on his hands, but he keeps wiping away. 
 
Lieutenant Colonel Danny McKnight is depicted in this film as a "picture of the 
American fighting man...doesn't flinch, doesn't show fear"233.  The creation of this type of 
ideal is very important for the military as it is part of the myth surrounding the American 
armed forces.  American soldiers are tough, honest, and fearless and all these traits are 
embodied in McKnight, the highest-ranking officer in the field during the operation.  
Colonel McKnight is consistently seen to not be scared of anything.  Scene to scene he is 
seen to simply be strutting around with bullets flying all over the place.  He is the calm in 
the eye of the storm.  When talking to Eversmann, Eversmann ducks behind cover while 
McKnight is standing tall in the open, as if out for a Sunday stroll.  When the UN force is 
being organized to go into the city and pull the Rangers out, McKnight shows up with his 
                                                 
231 The two Delta snipers who performed this action in Mogadishu were awarded the first two 
congressional medals of honour awarded posthumously since the Vietnam War 
232 Gordon 1993 
233 Described by Actor Tom Sizemore in: Bruckheimer 2001 - The Making of Black Hawk Down 
Featurette 
 73
convoy and is told by an officer "Danni, you guys don't have to go out again!"234.  
McKnight just takes a drag of his cigarette and looks at him piercingly, not even 
dignifying such a silly suggestion with a response.  Our last impression of this larger than 
life embodiment of American military superiority is at the end of the film when 
McKnight is being attended to by a medic for a wound on his neck.  To the medic's 
comment that "The bullet missed your jugular by three millimetres" McKnight simply 
responds "Hurry up, hurry up!"235  
 
The biggest show in the film (and the one that the military can really take the credit for), 
is the impressive show of American technology and firepower seen throughout this film.  
Both Black Hawks and Little Birds are spectacularly sophisticated pieces of American 
hardware.  Loaning eight Black Hawks to the production, as well as the men to pilot and 
fast-rope from them, the army was able to sculpt and create some memorable images.  
Shots of all eight tightly-grouped helicopters coming over the ridge towards the small 
boy on the mountain and beautiful sunset shots of helicopters flying in formation over the 
sea are awesomely powerful symbols of American technological superiority.  These 
helicopters, and the mobile, technologically-advanced type of warfare that they 
symbolize, are powerful images that create strong impressions about American military 
might.  These helicopters are a symbol of force and invulnerability.  But, as the title 
suggests, something goes wrong with the predicted plan for the mission.  When the first 
Black Hawk, Super61, is hit by a rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) and begins to go down, 
we cut to tightly-cropped facial reaction shots to many of the men on the ground and back 
at command.  The fear on these men's face is akin to them being in the actual helicopter 
that is going down.  When the helicopter hits ground and stops moving, we see this image 
through the camera from the circling surveillance plane on the screen in the JOC.  We the 
picture in full colour and then it goes to black and white with only static for audio.  The 
communications officer announces ”we have a Black Hawk down, we have a Black Hawk 
down”236.  With this simple, and powerful statement, the whole mood of the film changes.  
This moment is the first detectable chink in the armour of American superiority and 
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invincibility that we detect in the film.  When the second helicopter gets hit with an RPG 
and goes down, the audience reels with the characters on the screen.  We begin to feel the 
desperation of the men on the ground.  Their air cover, their main advantage in this 
hostile environment where they are supremely outnumbered, has proven to be vulnerable.  
The Americans, however, never falter.  In true military fashion, the individual soldier 
turns the tide back to the American cause.  By jumping from soldier to soldier, situation 
to situation, the film is very effective in personalizing the story.  As viewers, we are more 
apt to find identification with one of the many soldiers who are seen performing acts of 
bravery in this type of plot structure than if we were to simply follow one protagonist 
around for the length of the film. 
 
Being vastly outnumbered, low on supplies they did not think necessary to bring along 
for the short mission, and burdened by a growing number of casualties, the Americans 
must survive in this hostile city for the entire night.  It is, however, good old American 
technology, bravery, and dedication to the cause and one’s fellow men that is really seen 
to save them all.  The two pairs of night vision goggles that Delta Specialist Hoot Gibson 
brings out with him when he goes back to re-supply at base prove to be the deciding 
factor in a large artillery barrage directed towards chalk fours position during the night.  
Sneaking up from behind wearing the goggles, Gibson and three others are able to simply 
walk right up to the militiamen firing from the back of a truck and kill them with piano 
wire throttling.  The Somalis do not have these types of toys, so it is assumed that 
Americans will always win these types of fights.  The strobe marker that Sgt. Eversmann 
bravely throws to mark the position of militia fighters for gun-runs by the Little Birds in 
the middle of the night is another example of technology helping the Americans 
overcome vastly superior numbers.  The discrepancy between technological-ability is 
further heightened when one of the Somali fighters picks up the strobe marker without 
knowing what it is and puzzling over it.  This is of course a dramatic decision by the 
filmmakers as no fighter ever picks up a grenade-like looking object after they have just 
run away from it (as occurred in the film), whether or not it explodes right away. 
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The film also makes some dramatic historical re-interpretation of events that prove to be 
troubling in a film such as this that has firmly entrenched itself as an interpretation of real 
historical events, especially since the Pentagon insists that their help on films is to make 
sure that the truth is told.  A notable absence in the story of the film is the stories of what 
occurred to the bodies of the pilots and fighters that went down in the second helicopter.  
It was in fact, the story of what happened to those bodies that brought much of the events 
of that day into the public conciseness and ultimately the entire role of America in 
Somalia began to be examined.  Cheering crowds waved in front of the strung-up pilot 
corpses for the CNN cameras beaming these images back home237.  It was these images 
that ultimately forced then President Clinton to begin the pull out of the Delta and Ranger 
task forces in Somalia.  The only hint of this occurring in the film is when the second 
helicopter and it's heroic Delta guards are overrun.  In a four second shot, if you look 
closely, you can see a shirtless white body being lofted out of the second helicopter.  A 
white body in a sea of black.  The military being hesitant to portray its own dead at the 
hands of others leaves a significant hole in telling the real story of what happened that 
day in Mogadishu.  
The role of Pakistani and other UN forces is completely understated in this film.  While 
being the actual saviours of the Rangers pinned down in the city, they are represented in 
this film as being unhappy allies with a lack of compassion.  While it was true that the 
UN forces were angered that they had not been previously informed about the American 
intention to carry out the mission, once alerted they came to the rescue to pull the 
Americans out238.  The only lines spoken by Pakistani soldiers in the film are seen to be 
insolent and unhelpful ones.  The UN driver shoots back to the injured Grimes "we go 
when I’m ordered to, soldier"239.  Similarly, a UN personnel carrier driver denies the 
Americans a place in his full carrier forcing them to run back under enemy fire.  The film 
almost turns this into a story of the Americans winning despite help from the UN forces. 
 
The message that this film tries to convey to the viewer is best exemplified by the final 
scene with the Rangers having to run the last mile back to the UN-controlled stadium 
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under fire.  Coming out of the Bakkarah Market, the Rangers are shown running and 
leaving a large mass of enemies on the ridge behind them.  The mass is much larger than 
the number of soldiers, but somehow these men escaped.  The running soldiers are 
surrounded by Somali children who beg them to follow them and try to dance with them.  
These children are all smiles and happiness, and their attitude and cleanness stands in 
stark contrast to the dirty soldiers who have not smiled in over twenty hours.  The street 
is clogged full of Somalis who no longer brandish guns, but instead brandish cell-phones 
and other accoutrements of Western-style market economies.  These people surround and 
cheer on the Americans from both sides of the street, almost as fans cheering on racers as 
they reach the finish line of a long marathon.  Clearly these are the people that America is 
hear to help, these are the people that want them there.  This visual display marginalizes 
all the grievances of the militia and their followers who have battled the Americans for 
the past day.  These smiling faces on the side of the road sell American intervention.  If 
one missed the crowds of smiling Somalis who signalled the end of the battle for the 
Rangers, one can surely not miss what happens next.  As the Rangers run towards the 
stadium, the heavy blue mist magically clears and the sun comes out and radiates a pure 
warm light on these victors of the battle.  It is almost as if god itself has been rooting for 
the Americans, and did not think it right to allow the sun to shine until all the Americans 
were home safe.   
 
Upon examination, it becomes clear why the armed forces, as well as the current 
administration, would be interested in supporting production of a film such as Black 
Hawk Down.  While waging this oftly-ill defined 'struggle against violent extremism' the 
government finds itself perpetrating actions that cause massive disapproval in the public 
they are supposed to represent.  Films such as this allow the government to show "the 
challenges of conducting operations in ambiguous situations that our forces may 
encounter in today's uncertain security environment worldwide."240 
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However, when the films lack both the historical and political context that is necessary to 
debate foreign policy matters, they are effectively presenting only one side of the issue, 
and this must be of concern to those living in a democratic state when it is there 
government in question. 
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5.0 Conclusion 
 
 
Starting with some basic assumptions regarding the medium of film and its societal 
implications, we have attempted to analyze the role of the federal government of the 
United States of America in the production of feature Hollywood films and have 
examined the specific messages conveyed through two films that received a large degree 
of military assistance.  Based on psychological theories regarding the connection of the 
film audience with a movie, we believe that film can have sociological implications due 
to both its pervasiveness and its influence.  Social semiotics allows one to interpret a film 
by analyzing the different uses of signs or 'resources' in specific social situations.  Smith 
(2003) explains the concept of interpretation of filmic cues by the viewer as they are 
guided through a series of emotional cues by the filmmakers.  Combination of these signs 
and symbols combine to create subjective meaning that is interpreted by the audience.  
This fact is highlighted by the extent to which mass communication, such as film, has had 
an impact on the social interaction between people in today's world.  The American 
identity is a complex and ever changing ideal.  This identity is not only the image of a 
typical American, but also represents the role of America in an ever changing global 
dynamic.  As the giant outlet valve of American culture, Hollywood has had a long 
history as a major definer of the American image. 
 
With these assumptions in mind, our report first examined the role of the American 
government in affecting what types of films Hollywood could make.  In times of war, as 
has become apparent, it has been much easier for the government to take an active role in 
defining the types of films made.  Appealing to the national consciousness and patriotism 
of Hollywood, the American government found a willing partner in their quest to unite 
the nation for a single purpose.  In times of peace however, we have seen that the 
American government is more wary of directly interfering in actual decisions regarding 
what is seen.  Not enjoying first amendment protection between 1915 and 1952, films 
were vulnerable to the morals and tastes of state and municipal censors.  By 1940, 
congress and the public were wary of any overt production of films by government for 
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general distribution and release.  However, the growth of the military from the late 1930s 
onwards has afforded a new type of working relationship between the government and 
Hollywood.  No longer needing to resort to direct intervention in the production of 
feature films, the government is now able to offer substantial aid to filmmakers wanting 
to portray a story that is beneficial to the government.  As conflict has always been a very 
popular topic in Hollywood films since the build-up to World War Two241, this has 
afforded many opportunities for the government to become involved and influence 
specific stories that represent America and its ideals in a certain light. 
 
It may be argued that the government's role in influencing production of feature films is 
relatively small compared to the vast output that Hollywood releases globally each year.  
Although this may be the case, the scrutiny that the government exhibits in selecting 
films for assistance and the high production value of services, equipment, and technology 
they can offer ensures that the films they assist can effectively convey the message they 
want.  As Chomsky (1989) and others have argued, the government has an 
overwhelmingly active role in shaping our perception of not only the world we live in, 
but also the world that came before us.  In his landmark novel A People's History of the 
United States (2001), historian Howard Zinn exposes the myths surrounding the 
colonization of the new world, and the myths upon which America herself is founded. 
Common perceptions of the growth of America from a colony to a world power have 
been manufactured and manipulated in the public consciousness.  Hardly a mention is 
made of the brutality of first colonization, and then subjugation of native populations.  
This trend continued with the eventual subjugation of a poor working class to the horrid 
conditions of early industrialization.  As popular myth proves, it is in the public 
consciousness, undoubtedly, where history is truly written. 
 
The government itself is very clear about its role in the filmmaking process.  As 
explained above, a clear bureaucratic chain exists in order to facilitate this cooperation 
between the military and Hollywood.  While the government may have differing reasons 
for aiding in the production of a film, the military can often admit to cooperating simply 
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to gain valuable face-time in the stiff competition for recruits.  The post-Vietnam creation 
of an all-volunteer army has meant that each service must now compete with all the 
others for enlistment.  It has always been a common and accepted policy in DoD that 
"assisted films were a means to help recruiting for the services"242.  Stripes, released in 
1981, was given assistance after it was determined it would be helpful for recruiting243.  
Now, don't get us wrong, we love Bill Murray, but this film is not getting anyone to sign 
up for the army.  The Carter administration, clearly, felt otherwise.  When Top Gun (1984) 
came out, the Navy reported a large increase in recruitment for their flying program244.  
The majority of seventeen-year-old American boys seek out exciting, explosive action 
films.  If the military can have a part in creating these films, such as Black Hawk Down 
(2001), they can present themselves in the most attractive light possible. 
 
The films we chose to analyze in the second part of the analysis interest us as fragments 
of discourse regarding America that the government chose to involve itself in.  For the 
purposes of analysis, we have placed ourselves in the role of the audience in order to 
interpret the subjective meaning that the filmmakers have placed for us in a series of 
signs and symbols.  Portraying Americans in the midst of both internal and external 
conflict in distinctly foreign lands, these films cloak themselves in a veil of high modality 
and present themselves as historical fact.  As we mentioned in the methodologies, we 
believe that if the government involves itself in a project that portrays itself as historical 
fact, it becomes more poignant when the story deviates from the historical record.  Both 
these films, though closely mirroring the historical record, do in fact make specific 
comments on American foreign policy and ideal by the way they choose to portray 
certain events.  By not examining the context of American involvement in foreign nations, 
these films refrain from shining full light on the events in question.  Much like the myths 
regarding colonization and industrialization of the new world, films such as these allow 
the American viewer to cling to a more acceptable version of the past.  By subtly 
rewriting the past, the government and the military paint a picture of the world where 
America is never really at a fault for its actions.  Holding the cards of liberty and freedom, 
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America is portrayed as the powerful authority on Enlightenment ideals.  In films such as 
Black Hawk Down (2001), where Americans are seen risking their lives to save starving 
people from a ruthless warlord, the film never questions why these people are starving 
and who armed this maniac.  In a film such as The Killing Fields (1984), where there is 
no escape from the cold hard facts of past foreign policy, the blow is softened and the 
mistakes are seen to be portrayed by previous governments who have been punished by 
the American populace.  Whether Nixon's impeachment was truly enough punishment for 
the horrendous and illegal actions in Cambodia is never examined, the problem is laid 
solely on his plate.  Problems with the prevailing system are seen to be individual 
aberrations.  The government is very careful to never show the faults as being systematic. 
 
Being unable to learn from history introduces new and complex problems in this age of 
global communication.  Film perpetrates the reasons for going to war as valour, 
brotherhood, and causes worth fighting for are highlighted in the plot.  While striving for 
accuracy in depicting the horrors of war, it has been an official government belief that 
"war films both reinforced and helped to create the martial spirit in the American 
people"245.  With the constant stream of films that deal with conflict and receive 
government assistance (Appendix A), and living in an age where the threat can come 
from any perceptible direction, Americans are perpetually left in a state of preparing for 
future battles and challenges.  Literary Critic, Richard Slotkin, has provided an 
interesting analysis of this.  He has shown that this 'war-nography' taps into deep roots in 
popular American myth.  Derived from the Indian Wars, a dominant myth of nineteenth 
century America was that the different races and classes that made up America could 
restore their harmony through regenerative acts of violence: "war, however horrible, 
might be a tonic"246.  By chronically being able to sanitize the image of the military in 
films in which it is depicted over the past 70 years, the government has been able to have 
a profound effect on the American psyche.  By becoming more exposed to graphic 
violence in films, it can be argued that the level of sensitivity decreases and, in effect, the 
people become more warlike. 
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As Dreyer (1977) pointed out, the depiction in 'the other' of a few simple, essential and 
widely recognized characteristics, namely stereotyping, makes their difference from us 
them natural and leaves out the possibility of development.  Dreyer stressed that this 
establishes the symbolic difference between right and wrong, between normal and 
abnormal, namely, between us and them. 
Until world war two, America did not possess a substantial armaments industry.  During 
Lend-Lease before entering into the Second World War, America became the 'arsenal of 
democracy' and became the world's largest weapons producer.  What General Dwight D. 
Eisenhower coined 'The Military-Industrial Complex'247 upon his exit from office in 1961 
has since become a close to $840 billion (US) a year industry248.  Although the possibility 
of complete nuclear annihilation of the United States has existed ever since the USSR 
tested its first atomic bomb on August 29th 1949, no country has declared war on 
America since the end of hostilities in the Pacific in 1945.  Trying to display and justify 
their expensive government-funded wares to the public, the arms industry has had a 
longstanding relationship with Hollywood stretching back to the beginning of the century 
when Hollywood studios were paid by the companies to make films showing their 
products249.  Motion picture film offers "a device for compelling the public to subsidize 
high-technology industry and provide a state-guaranteed market for its waste 
production"250.  Likewise, it has become in the interests of the military establishment to 
keep a level of fear in order to justify their own existence.  Hollywood, with the proven 
formula that it offers, makes it very easy for filmmakers to distinguish good from evil.  If 
America and its armed forces represent good, then the evil that is sometimes difficult to 
see in the real world is easy to spot on film.  Navy assistance for Top Gun (1984) is 
perhaps the best example of this baseless fear.  Not even bothering to name the enemy 
that is constantly being engaged by US Navy pilots, this film leaves the image of a 
faceless, languageless enemy that happens to fly MIGs (just like the Russians).  Instead 
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of calm and peaceful rationality, this type of film is simply "advocating confrontational 
machismo"251. 
 
The influence of films on the human mind is, arguably, unattainable by any other medium.  
The true power of a film such as Black Hawk Down (2001) is that it depicts events that 
are relatively unknown.  The American action in Somalia escaped much public scrutiny 
until that fateful October day, when in reaction to the pictures of dead soldiers being 
broadcast on CNN, American combat forces were removed from Somalia.  But being a 
relatively small-scale conflict, the presence of American forces in eastern Africa in the 
early 1990s has never been fully comprehended by the American public at large252.  
When a film such as Black Hawk Down is released by some very powerful Hollywood 
personalities and proudly displays the certificate of historical accuracy, backed by full 
military cooperation, it might be argued that the knowledge gap that exists in the public's 
mind becomes filled by the 'facts' in this dramatic film.  The upcoming release of Battle 
for Fallujah (2006) indicates a new trend emerging in this cooperation between the 
Pentagon and Hollywood.  By representing a battle on screen barely two years after it has 
taken place, with medium-intensity warfare still occurring in many parts of Iraq253, the 
government here has the ability to direct public perception in a quasi-immediate way.  
With a presidential election in 2008 likely to have involvement in Iraq as a central point 
of contention between candidates, a heroic, uplifting, and 'true' story of American 
courage under fire while trying to spread peace and democracy is surely to be a powerful 
story.  This myth of fighting for peace is a long one in the United States of America.  Out 
of the Revolutionary War of 1775-1783, the young American republic was born out of 
revolutionary ideals.  Americans have constantly been called on by their government to 
fight to protect their freedoms and liberties.  By manifesting these myths in popular 
culture mediated through mass communication like film, the government is able to direct 
the public consciousness and is able to influence the consistently changing American 
identity. 
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To what end this is really being done can perhaps never fully be examined, as in 
democratic societies many unpleasant decisions for the good of the many must be made 
behind closed doors by the few254.  What must be realized, in this ongoing debate, is that 
perhaps, the ends do not justify the means.  At a certain point, a critical step back must be 
taken by the parties involved.  As citizens and taxpayers, the American people must 
examine whether restricting freedom of speech and truthful reporting, values that are 
reportedly being fought for and died for, are freedoms that are intended to be taken 
seriously, or whether for the sole interest of those holding power, they are to be restricted. 
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7.0 Appendices 
 
 
Appendix A - Selected Films Receiving Military Cooperation 
taken from Suid 2002: 674-678 
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Appendix B - U.S. Army Film Cooperation Guide 
taken from the U.S. Army Website: 
http://www4.army.mil/ocpa/community/makingmovies/guide.html 
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